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Abstract 
Across the discipline of Albert Camus studies, there are few methods of inquiry dedicated to 
deriving an ethics from his writing. While most scholars focus on his fictional work, and some 
focus on the ethics contained within The Rebel, I choose in this thesis to focus on The Myth of 
Sisyphus. I develop a Camusian ethic for ethical restoration, opening a critical space of enquiry in 
which to consider mass atrocity and historical injustice. This work is grounded in feminist ethics 
and settler colonial studies alongside continental and political philosophy, and the research focuses 
particularly on the three contemporary contexts of Australia, New Zealand and Rwanda. I employ 
Iris Marion Young's work on justice and oppression to guide my theory, moving then to a 
consideration of colonialism by thinkers like Patrick Wolfe and Lorenzo Veracini. I also draw upon 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Jean-Paul Sartre to develop my own conception of the ethical systems 
in which intersubjectivity operates after ethical breakdown, relying further on Annette Baier's work 
on trust as mutual vulnerability.1 I approach the struggle towards reconciliation with a Sisyphean 
attitude, drawing parallels between the rebuilding of ethics and the impossibility of perfect justice 
with the story of Camus's Greek hero, who strives to push a boulder up a hill despite the futility of 
the task. The thread of impossibility is also contained in Jacques Derrida's work, who guides my 
notion of forgiveness, alongside Janna Thompson and her commentary on the moral force of the 
impossible.2 In reconciliation, grief, forgiveness, and absurdity, we find a common desire for unity, 
which is met only by the utter impossibility of its achievement. In developing a Camusian ethic I 
focus on this shared paradox, also drawing upon the work of Jean Améry, Søren Kierkegaard and 
Vladimir Jankélévitch to demonstrate the kinds of actions one might take in either leaping or 
meeting the challenge of the absurd. With this framework in mind I consider the context of 
Australia after the historical injustices that remain as a result of colonial invasion and review the 
government's attempts at redress and reconciliation in light of the harms inflicted against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Next, I move to a consideration of the New Zealand context, 
where colonial invasion has also led to structural violence and historical injustices against Māori. 
This discussion considers both the merits of some of the initiatives towards ethical restoration, and 
some of the pitfalls of the coloniality that remains inherent in the New Zealand ethical system. I 
lastly discuss the ways in which reconciliation has occurred after the Rwandan genocide, and 
highlight the challenges involved in coming to terms with the enormous devastation and trauma 
caused by the genocide.  
                                                 
1 Baier A. (1986) Trust and Antitrust. Ethics 96: 231-260. 
2 Thompson J. (2010) Is Apology a Sorry Affair? Derrida and the Moral Force of the Impossible. The Philosophical 
Forum 41: 259-274. 
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Introduction 
We have arrived at a very strange and tumultuous time in global history, where the state of social, 
economic, and political affairs is both absurd and unjust. Consider: the United Nations is cautioning 
that we have only 12 years left to prevent catastrophic climate change.3 Children seeking asylum 
have been tear gassed by United States government officials.4 In Australia, Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander teenage boys are ‘more likely to go to jail than go to university and… more likely to 
die in custody than any non-Indigenous person they pass on the street.’5 Enormous, atrocious, and 
entirely preventable injustices are occurring all around us at an overwhelming and 
incomprehensible rate, and as a response, I conceptualize a framework for challenging the absurdity 
that emerges from this predicament. Drawing on the work of existentialist-absurdist philosophers, 
decolonial thinkers and feminist ethicists, I aim to investigate the ways we might understand and 
combat global injustice through taking a certain philosophical attitude towards the world and 
educating ourselves about the conditions that generate such catastrophic global harms.  
 
Absurdity is a striking feature of human experience, and indeed, features heavily throughout my 
conception of injustice. As Camus wrote in 1942, absurdity ‘is that divorce between the mind that 
desires and the world that disappoints, [one’s] nostalgia for unity, this fragmented universe and the 
contradiction that binds them together.’6 In 2018, the sheer scale of global injustice generates a 
feeling of disbelief, of absurdity. We are optimistic in our hope for justice, for peace, for all people 
to live safe, comfortable and happy lives, and yet the world refuses to respond or even acknowledge 
our hopes and expectations. On Camus’s reading, ‘the absurd does not liberate; it binds.’7 That is to 
say, the apparent lack of global justice does not make us free by permitting us to commit any act, 
but rather, this lack of objective morality or standard for justice is precisely what ought to compel 
us towards challenging injustice and unfairness at every corner. 
 
                                                 
3 Watts J. (2018) We have 12 years to limit climate change catastrophe, warns UN. Available at: 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/08/global-warming-must-not-exceed-15c-warns-landmark-un-
report. 
4 Ramirez-Franco J and Lazare S. (2018) Witness: I Am On the Refugee Caravan and Saw the Tear Gas Attack. Here 
Are Our Demands. Available at: 
http://inthesetimes.com/article/21593/tear_gas_border_patrol_donald_trump_honduras_asylum_seekers_caravan. 
5 Wahlquist C. (2017) Indigenous incarceration: turning the tide on colonisation's cruel third act. Available at: 
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/feb/20/indigenous-incarceration-turning-the-tide-on-colonisations-
cruel-third-act. 
6 Camus A. (1975) The Myth of Sisyphus, Middlesex: Penguin Books. 33 
7 Ibid. 65 
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Throughout the course of this thesis I develop a framework for considering reconciliation after 
injustice, particularly as a result of historical injustice and mass atrocity. As Marguerite La Caze 
highlights, ‘reconciliation as a response to past wrongs is also often criticized from all sides of 
politics as suggesting—very implausibly—that there was prior unity between the oppressors and the 
oppressed, wrongdoing by both parties, and a vision of a future impossible harmony.’8 Of course, it 
isn’t the case that there was prior unity between oppressors and oppressed in very many cases of 
mass atrocity and historical injustice, particularly when colonization has been a feature of 
contextual history. This is not my claim. Rather, I use the term ‘reconciliation’ in the sense that I 
critique the political use of ‘reconciliation’ in the vein of Jacques Derrida, but also in a hopeful 
manner, where I consider serious and well-meaning attempts at reconciliation in New Zealand, 
Australia, and Rwanda. I am guided by Iris Marion Young, who writes: 
Normative reflection arises from hearing a cry of suffering or distress, or feeling distress oneself. 
The philosopher is always socially situated, and if the society is divided by oppressions, she either 
reinforces or struggles against them. With an emancipatory interest, the philosopher apprehends 
given social circumstances not merely in contemplation but with passion: the given is experienced in 
relation to desire. Desire, the desire to be happy, creates the distance, the negation, that opens the 
space for criticism of what is. This critical distance does not occur on the basis of some previously 
discovered rational ideas of the good and the just. On the contrary, the ideas of the good and the just 
arise from the desiring negation that action brings to what is given.9 
 
In this work I do not aim at a singular, totalizing, normative system for reconciliation, and will not 
draw explicit recommendations in considering my ideas in relation to the three different contexts. I 
do not pretend to arrive at a comprehensive set of prescriptive, universal conditions which will 
ensure ethical restoration in New Zealand, Australia, or Rwanda, and specifically avoid so as not to 
fall into the trap of recolonization. Many white folks before me have made this mistake, and this is 
built into my methodology as I note my limits as a middle-class white woman from New Zealand 
living in a Western country. Nonetheless, as it will emerge later, the Camusian ethic does not lead 
us to many normative values or conditions – rather this ethic is a certain existential attitude towards 
the world. This does not render it useless, however, as more analytic thinkers might conclude, but 
instead serves as a theoretical strength. The ethic instead aids us in thinking critically about whether 
our aims are appropriate, and champions reflective, critical thought rather than blind appeal to 
concrete principles. We are not compelled towards any specific action; but instead guided by the 
                                                 
8 La Caze M. (2013b) Wonder and Generosity: Their Role in Ethics and Politics, Albany: State University of New York 
Press. 
9 Young IM. (1990) Justice and the Politics of Difference. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 5-6 
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ethic to reflect upon our situation and exercise our freedom, revolt and passion in the struggle 
towards a more just world. 
 
Some of the most pressing issues in contemporary ethics revolve around how we can repair ethical 
relations between different parties and create connections between people rather than perpetuating 
disharmony that comes about as a result of oppression, colonization, or political unrest. In desiring 
to create better conditions, this thesis aims at opening up a critical space of inquiry in order to 
contribute to global thought on ethical restoration, feminist ethics and absurdist thought. The better 
our ability to answer these questions, the more peaceful and just our societies are likely to be. The 
kind of nonideal theory I employ throughout this thesis recognizes that we cannot restore conditions 
that precede unrest or oppression. Again, I return to Iris Marion Young: ‘rational reflection on 
justice begins in a hearing, in heeding a call, rather than in asserting and mastering a state of affairs, 
however ideal.’10 Instead, I explore the theme of ethical restoration through trust, love, forgiveness, 
grief, atonement, apology, and community, with a focus on heeding this call.  
 
To demonstrate the background against which I write, I position my nonideal theory work in 
relation to ideal theory and contract theorists in the liberal tradition, which John Rawls famously 
belonged to. The distinction between ideal and nonideal theory is important in the context of this 
thesis as nonideal theory underlies the basic principles which guide my thought. Ideal theory 
broadly entails hypothesizing about what justice requires under ideal conditions in utopian contexts. 
The context in which I write is far from utopian, and accordingly I employ nonideal theory to 
contend with the challenges of a seriously flawed reality. In the tradition of ideal theory, John 
Rawls famously sets up his principles of justice by deriving them from a hypothetical veil of 
ignorance, which he believes ‘ensures that no one is advantaged or disadvantaged in the choice of 
principles by the outcome of natural chance or the contingency of social circumstances.’11 If we 
could enable people to forget their identities and contexts entirely, in collaborating with one another 
it is plausible they might derive sound principles of justice that are, as Rawls says, ‘the result of a 
fair agreement or bargain.’12 Nonetheless, Claudia Card, prominent feminist philosopher, once a 
student of Rawls, recognized the limits of his theory, and highlighted that:  
[Even] were the veil to screen out our knowledge of our histories, it would not thereby inhibit the 
actual influence of those histories. If anything, the influence of those histories may actually be aided 
                                                 
10 Ibid. 5 
11 Rawls J. (1971) A Theory of Justice, Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 12 
12 Ibid. 12 
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by our very lack of awareness or attention to them. The most successful veils may leave us 
vulnerable to biases that we are ill-equipped to detect.13 
 
In other words, the veil of ignorance may hinder rather than aid our attempts at arriving at ways to 
bring about justice. Those who are well-off may have very different experiences to those who are 
less well-off, and indeed, even those just as privileged as one another may choose radically different 
things. Take for example, Rawls’ cake analogy. If a man is cutting a cake, Rawls believes that 'he 
will divide the cake equally, since in this way he assures for himself the largest share possible.’14 
This supposedly-universal example serves as an analogy for a major criticism of ideal theory 
overall. Personally speaking, as a woman I have complex feelings around cake, and know that I 
probably share a subconscious fear with others, particularly women, around the perception of 
chosen portion sizes. Rawls’ wife herself may not have agreed with his philosophy on cake and 
would likely have chosen a smaller piece – precisely because one’s situation, power and privilege 
heavily influence what one believes are reasonable principles, whether those principles concern 
cake or justice. So, in deriving what he believes are universal principles, Rawls removes context, 
power and oppression from the equation of justice, which in turn, reduces the scope of its 
application. Ideal theory then, might offer some useful principles; however, in making swift, 
universal gestures, it fails to acknowledge its own limits. While acknowledging that a debt is owed 
in part to ideal theory, I instead follow theorists like Alison Jaggar in arguing that nonideal theory is 
required for theories of justice to contend with realistic challenges of intersubjective, dystopian 
realities. In assuming that there are universal ways of thinking and universal modes of being, we 
erase and obscure identities which may differ from dominant Western narratives. This is a form of 
colonial injustice and demonstrates the ways in which coloniality permeates every facet of our 
existence. 
 
Coloniality is a theme that runs throughout this thesis, and so to illuminate what I mean by 
‘coloniality,’ I highlight the work of Nelson Maldonado-Torres, who writes that coloniality refers to 
‘long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define culture, 
labor, intersubjective relations, and knowledge production well beyond the strict limits of colonial 
administrations.’15 Expanding this meaning, the ‘coloniality of being’ allows Maldonado-Torres to 
illuminate the ways in which the long-term impacts of colonization manifest in the daily experience 
                                                 
13 Card C. (1996) The unnatural lottery character and moral luck, Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 19 
14 Rawls J. (1971) A Theory of Justice, Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 14 
15 Maldonado-Torres N. (2007) On the Coloniality of Being: Contributions to the development of a concept. Cultural 
Studies 21: 240-270. 243 
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of both colonisers and colonized peoples. He traces the intellectual problems around coloniality 
through René Descartes, whose Cartesian meditations form the basis of a wider historical Western 
phenomenology that considers body and mind as separate entities. Maldonado-Torres argues that ‘a 
certain skepticism regarding the humanity of the enslaved and colonized sub-others stands at the 
background of the Cartesian certainties and his methodic doubt’.16 The Cartesian division between 
mind and body, of reason over physicality, as Maldonado-Torres puts it, ‘[provided] a new model to 
understand the relationship between the soul or mind and the body; and likewise, modern 
articulations of the mind/body are used as models to conceive the colonizer/colonized relation, as 
well as the relation between man and woman, particularly the woman of color’.17 To extend the 
aforementioned metaphor as per Lorenzo Veracini, coloniality is the viral form of colonization, the 
disease that seeps noxiously into everything around it.18 If colonialism is the colonial government 
and its tools of repression, the viral coloniality of being prevents or obscures efforts to question the 
wider historical circumstances and legacies of colonial repression. If this violence is unquestioned, 
the logic of elimination is left unchecked.  
 
To illustrate Veracini’s viral analogy, let us think briefly about New Zealand, or Aotearoa, for 
example, which was colonized much later than Rwanda, and the Treaty of Waitangi, the country’s 
foremost Western legal document between Māori and the British Crown, was not signed until 
1840.19 Settler colonial patterns of logic are still demonstrated in the historical conditions that led to 
the signing of the treaty, and these patterns continue into the present day. The structural, racial and 
colonial nature of oppression in New Zealand has led to the marginalization of Māori across a wide 
range of socio-economic and human flourishing indicators, as well as Māori dispossession and 
disenfranchisement of land and culture, among other things. These forms of oppression generate a 
need for ethical restoration in contemporary Aotearoa, and while there have been reasonable 
attempts at ethical restoration, for example with the work of the Waitangi Tribunal, I argue 
throughout this thesis that there is still much work to be done to fight the colonial virus, which 
perpetuates despite nearly 200 years passing since the signing of the Treaty. To demonstrate, we 
might consider Māori language revival, or the ‘Pākehā problem,’ which I will address in chapter 
five.   
                                                 
16 Ibid. 245 
17 Ibid. 245 
18 Veracini L. (2013) Understanding Colonialism and Settler Colonialism as Distinct Formations. Interventions 16: 1-
19. 
19 ‘Aotearoa’ is the Māori name for New Zealand and is commonly known amongst New Zealanders to mean ‘land of 
the long white cloud.’ 
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Australia, like New Zealand, was a country colonized by the British, although in saying this, 
colonization began much earlier, with regular British invasions throughout the 1700s and 1800s.20 
The history of colonial settlement in Australia is a contentious issue, and Paul Bartrop states that 
‘for a full two-thirds of the 20th century most States practiced policies which aimed at the gradual 
destruction of the Aboriginal peoples, policies enforced by police and other authorities, and backed 
up by legislation.’21 In my fourth chapter I take this claim further, and demonstrate that state 
policies, however unintentionally, continue this harm in the twenty-first century. Unlike New 
Zealand, no treaty has been signed between Aboriginal and Torres Strait peoples and the 
government or British Crown at the time of writing, however there have been recent treaty talks in 
Victoria and across the country. I note here that there is a broad spectrum of differing opinions 
amongst both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia, and the wider Australian 
public. 
 
In this thesis I also consider the context of Rwanda and the Rwandan genocide, which is 
enormously significant in the context of contemporary political culture, particularly as it is one of 
the most prominently recognized mass atrocities in recent global memory. While there has been a 
great deal of literature written on Rwanda, scope remains for philosophical explorations of the 
genocide aftermath. As some of the thought surrounding atrocities may be useful in thinking about 
ethical restoration in other contexts, I have drawn upon work by thinkers writing on the Holocaust 
in my argument, and similarly write about the Rwandan context. Rwanda, like New Zealand and 
Australia, was already occupied when colonized by the Germans and Belgians in 1894, and Belgian 
trusteeship did not end until 1962.22 Also similar to New Zealand and Australia, some of the 
problems that led to injustices in Rwanda developed as a result of ‘a colonial heritage that greatly 
increased the oppressiveness of the few over the many’.23 Rwanda is unlike the former two 
countries, however, in that reconciliation operated under a transitional democracy which officially 
ended in 2003, rather than in a consolidated democracy as is the case in the Australasian context.24 
                                                 
20 ACME et al. (2015) European discovery and the colonisation of Australia. Available at: 
http://www.australia.gov.au/about-australia/australian-story/european-discovery-and-colonisation. 
21 Bartrop P. (2001) The Holocaust, the Aborigines, and the bureaucracy of destruction: An Australian dimension of 
genocide. Journal of Genocide Research 3: 75-87. 74 
22 Lemarchand R. (2015) Rwanda. Britannica. Encyclopædia Britannica Online. 
23 Ibid. 
24 United Nations Development Programme. (2008) Rwanda. In: Bigombe B, Talvela K, Rugabirwa S, et al. (eds) 
Assessment of Development Results. United States: United Nations. 2 
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Nonetheless, we can argue that Rwanda is still not a consolidated democracy in the same way that 
New Zealand and Australia are. 
 
Furthermore, I differentiate between transitional and consolidated democracies here because both 
categories entail a different sort of scope for justice. A consolidated democracy is one that is well-
established and mature, where the political system is stable and unlikely to be subject to any kind of 
civil threat. A transitional democracy, on the other hand, is one that is ‘transiting to democracy after 
Apartheid, genocide [or] civil war,’ ergo is much more volatile and so requires different 
considerations.25 This difference is significant in the context of ethical restoration as the political 
situation of a state influences the ways in which policymakers, citizens and peoples, groups, and 
other state-building entities and selves ought to go about restoring ethics. Although it is not always 
the case, the people of a country or state are feasibly likely to be less disillusioned with the ethical 
system at hand in consolidated democracies than within transitional democracies, because 
transitional democracies are more likely by definition to be in a state of greater disarray.  
 
In most cases tackling systematic inequalities and prejudices must feature in restoring a system of 
ethics. However, going about rebuilding a system of ethics in a country post-genocide or civil war 
will likely cater to more pressing needs, like deciding appropriate punishment for war criminals, 
restoring base-level trust between citizens, and re-establishing the rule of law. This becomes more 
apparent when comparing the New Zealand context to the Rwandan context, for example, as in 
Rwanda there is still, as would be expected, a great deal of distrust between some neighbors, as 
evidenced in Ann Aghion’s films.26 However in New Zealand the ethical system is more 
established, which means that neighbors are less likely to harbor hostile feelings towards one 
another. The demands of justice in a transitional democracy may be more clearly political; yet they 
will share certain moral and ethical requirements with consolidated democracies.27 In consolidated 
democracies where historical injustices have taken place, ethical restoration is more likely to 
involve policy reform to address structural injustice, distributing compensation for previous and 
unaddressed harms, and different types of apology and forgiveness.  
 
                                                 
25 Bashir B. (2011) Reconciling Historical Injustices: Deliberative Democracy and the Politics of Reconciliation. Res 
Publica: A Journal of Legal and Social Philosophy 18: 127-143. 
26 Aghion A. (2009b) My Neighbour, My Killer. In: Aghion A (ed). France, 80 Minutes.r 
27 Brown GK, Caumartin C, Langer A, et al. (2011) Addressing Horizontal Inequalities in Post-Conflict Reconstruction. 
In: Aguilar GO and Isa FG (eds) Rethinking Transitions: equality and social justice in societies emerging from conflict. 
Cambridge: Intersentia Ltd, 11-30. 
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I mention apology and forgiveness specifically as they both constitute a significant part of this 
thesis, although they are not necessarily connected. While apology might contribute to forgiveness, 
it does not directly cause forgiveness. I will delineate this further in chapters two and three with 
reference to Jacques Derrida and Vladimir Jankélévitch. Aside from causal questions, apology and 
forgiveness also share issues surrounding agency, particularly when it comes to collective moral 
agency and individual moral agency. In the case of the South African Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, the collective forgave on behalf of individuals, which, as Derrida highlights, removed 
victim’s discretion, and demonstrated the government’s political end-goal:28  
A black woman comes to testify before the Commission. Her husband had been assassinated by 
torturers who were police officers. She speaks in her language: ‘A commission or a government 
cannot forgive. Only I, eventually, could do it. And I am not ready to forgive.’ This woman victim, 
this wife of the victim, surely wanted to recall that the anonymous body of the State or of a public 
institution cannot forgive. It has neither the right nor the power to do so... The representative of the 
State can judge, but forgiveness has precisely nothing to do with judgement. Or even with the public 
or political sphere.29  
 
As I will explore in chapters two and three, forgiveness is the exclusive prerogative of the 
individual victim. A collective or government cannot forgive on a victim’s behalf, because 
forgiveness is an extraordinary moral action that may possibly occur within the context of political 
reconciliation alongside political processes, yet we cannot ascribe to it apolitical logic. 
Governments do not have the correct moral agency to forgive, as the harm was not done to them 
personally, and additionally, governments may not be representative of victims, particularly after 
periods of civil unrest. Apology, unlike forgiveness, may be offered by governments or state 
collectives, however, as governments may be collectively responsible for previous harms, as is the 
case in Australia with the 2008 Apology to the Stolen Generations.30 Furthermore, apology fits 
within the logic of political reconciliation, and may be required as a part of political action taken to 
restore ethics. Forgiveness, however, is a movement borne of an entirely different logic, if any at 
all, and is significantly different from political apology, as I will explicate further in chapters two 
and three. 
 
Lastly, as I will explain in depth later, forgiveness, as well as grief, are extraordinary in their 
impossibility, and indeed, in my conception of justice, reconciliation may never be truly achieved. 
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This does not mean it is not an ideal worth upholding, however, and instead it provides lofty aims 
that demand we continually strive to achieve. Continuing to struggle despite knowing there may be 
no final reconciliation fits well with the Camusian ideas I examine in the second and third chapters 
when developing my theory of ethical restoration. The Sisyphean hero struggles towards the heights 
despite knowing that he will never reach a perfect state, and this is what gives the myth its force. In 
forgiveness, only the truly unforgiveable acts are worthy of being forgiven, and similarly, in grief 
we only grieve for the things we can never truly recover.31 There is something of a paradox in all 
three of these situations, and I extend the idea of the moral force of the impossible, drawn from 
Janna Thompson’s work, to the impossibility of grief.32 As I will demonstrate in chapter three, 
Derrida believes that forgiveness ought to ‘remain exceptional and extraordinary, in the face of the 
impossible: as if it interrupted the ordinary course of historical temporality.’33 Grief is like 
forgiveness in this sense, as it expects something extraordinary from an ordinary temporal state of 
affairs – we hope to recover something impossible. Nonetheless, any conception of reconciliatory 
justice must be ambitious, as the remedy to a broken ethical system defined by grief, shame and 
forgiveness requires extraordinary measures for the purposes of repair.  
 
Thesis Outline 
Having given a broad overview of the underlying themes of this thesis, I will explain some of the 
core arguments in each chapter. I take an interdisciplinary approach to research methodology, and it 
has been my aim to ensure that my work develops the concepts needed for practical application. In 
making this effort my research has involved work in critical theory, gender studies, psychology, 
politics and governance studies, international relations, sociology, settler colonial studies, and of 
course philosophy, particularly political philosophy, existentialism, and phenomenology. 
Philosophy may not traditionally intersect with all of these fields, but in casting my disciplinary net 
widely, I am hopeful that my work becomes more useful and more robust. Furthermore, in 
interacting with a wider range of disciplines, I undertake an intersubjective methodology which 
acknowledges the ways in which human beings are interconnected and interdependent on one 
another. Nonetheless, with the central guidance of philosophy, I establish my own conception of 
ethical systems and trust and theorize that breakdowns in trust and self-trust foster optimal 
conditions for oppression and systemic violence. In exploring and combining these themes with 
original interdisciplinary research, it is my hope that my work will make an original and significant 
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contribution to research across the fields of political reconciliation, moral theory, and existentialist 
philosophy.  
 
I begin the first chapter of the thesis by extending feminist ethicist themes introduced in this chapter 
to the context of reconciliatory justice and oppression, particularly considering the work of nonideal 
theorists like Alison Jaggar, Margaret Urban Walker and Claudia Card. The work of these women 
aids us in shaping a conception of injustice, which I then connect to Iris Marion Young’s work in 
‘The Five Faces of Oppression.’ Young’s work forms the basis for a theory of reconciliatory justice, 
and I focus on her account of oppression in order to ground my own theory. Young theorizes that 
‘injustice refers primarily to two forms of disabling constraints, oppression and domination.’34 My 
account of oppression and domination then, is heavily influenced by Young and Martha Nussbaum, 
in conceptualizing justice relative to the access that people have to justice and freedom from 
injustice.35 I then move to a discussion on settler colonialism as opposed to colonialism, as well as 
decolonial considerations in line with work by Patrick Wolfe, Lewis Gordon, and Nelson 
Maldonado-Torres, among others. Settler colonialism is different from classical colonialism in that 
the foreign colonizer invades and stays, rather than leaving after resources have been exhausted as 
in the latter.  
 
Nonetheless, Intersubjectivity and interconnectedness are key themes throughout my thesis 
framework, and in discussing connections in this way I draw upon Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work. 
I also employ Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory here, and so this discussion gives way to some further work 
on Margaret Urban Walker’s writings on ethical systems. Walker views morality as a socially 
negotiated phenomenon relative to responsibility.36 I then use these theories of ethics and 
intersubjectivity to set up my conception of what constitutes an ethical system. In my view, an 
ethical system is the socio-political, cultural and shared historical background in which a specified 
group sits, and the intersubjectivity between the members of this group – to be sure, it is the 
background against which we trust in others, and the setting in which trust breaks down between 
intersubjective selves. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Annette Baier, and Fiona Utley’s writings all 
contribute to my thinking here, and lastly, I draw upon Trudy Govier’s work on reliance, esteem 
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and autonomy to paint a clearer picture of intersubjectivity and the self in the context of ethical 
breakdown. 
 
Having established the roles of nonideal theory, settler colonialism, ethical systems and 
intersubjectivity, I will open the second chapter of this thesis by introducing Albert Camus’s theory 
of absurdity, which will shape my conceptions of grief, trauma and shame. Camus scholar Matthew 
Sharpe has written extensively on the absurdist’s work, and I draw upon Sharpe’s conception of a 
Camusian ethic in order to set forth my own notion of a Camusian ethic for ethical restoration. I 
argue that we can infer an attitude towards the world, and a passionate way of living from Camus’s 
theory, which in turn enables us to challenge trauma and ethical breakdown through an active and 
zealous attitude. This is an ethic that I have developed from his work, and is original in the context 
of applied ethics, continental philosophy and political philosophy. Unlike other scholars, much of 
my theory is shaped by Camus’s work in The Myth of Sisyphus, rather than from his later work in 
The Rebel. After establishing my own conception of Camusian ethics, I move to a discussion of the 
‘leap’ and revolt in Camus. Kierkegaard famously leapt, as we shall see in the later part of chapter 
two, and Camus criticizes the existentialist thinker for this movement, which he believes is a kind of 
incorrect ethical approach. Instead of leaping towards what we perceive as an objective safety, it is 
important to hold the absurd tension and challenge it where we can. Nonetheless, the chapter moves 
away from slightly abstracted continental philosophy to the work of philosophers Gry Ardal 
Printzlau, Fiona Utley, Annette Baier and Susan Brison in order to discuss the ways in which 
violence shatters trust, which in turn is grounded in intersubjectivity. In an interdisciplinary vein, 
the second chapter finishes with a development of my notion of grief by drawing upon John 
Bowlby and Carolyn Price’s theories of grief psychology and trauma. According to my framework, 
grief can be individual or collective, and as per Bowlby and Price, individual grief moves through at 
least two stages of anguished and desolate grief. I extend this to collective grief and argue that 
reconciliation or forgiveness might potentially be considered third stages of grief.  
 
The third chapter builds upon the notion of a Camusian ethic developed in chapter two, and I argue 
that this particular ethic is a certain passionate and lucid attitude towards one’s life or one’s ethical 
system. In connection with the Camusian ethic, chapter three will outline the ways in which 
forgiveness and this ethic are connected, with an extended discussion on leaps, revolt, and 
Camusian lucidity. Forgiveness and a Camusian ethic both contain elements of the absurd, as I will 
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demonstrate.37 I refer back to Kierkegaard in considering Holocaust survivor Eva Moses Kor’s 
testimony of forgiveness to demonstrate the connection. Kor’s curious attitude towards the world is 
contrasted with Jean Améry’s resentment and refusal to forgive in conjunction with Vladimir 
Jankélévitch’s writing on forgiveness. I also include considerations by Thomas Brudholm and 
Mihaela Mihai, who both offer important insights about resentment and survivor’s expressions of 
dissent. Additionally, I offer some final considerations surrounding the kinds of forgiveness or 
resentment that may constitute a Camusian leap or act of revolt, which brings me ultimately to some 
conclusions around reconciliation and the Camusian ethic. This concludes my theoretical 
framework and brings me to the first of three contextual chapters on historical injustices in 
Australia, New Zealand and Rwanda. 
 
Chapter four focusses on reconciliatory efforts in Australia, where astounding atrocities and 
injustices have been committed against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders by British settlers and 
successive Australian governments. Colonial settlers invaded Australia in the 1600s, spreading 
disease and absolutely decimating people, land and resources. This chapter, like the two chapters 
that follow it, draw heavily on testimony by survivors of injustice. In this section on Australia, I 
also employ the work of Indigenous feminists such as Aileen Moreton-Robinson and Mary Graham 
in order to justly capture Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives on historical injustice in 
Australia. I argue in line with standpoint theory, which I highlight earlier in this chapter, that 
Indigenous peoples in Australia are best situated to inform the ways in which Australia ought to 
move forward after the historical injustice that was inflicted and continues to be inflicted by settler 
colonialism.  
 
The settler colonial context heavily influences the kinds of injustices suffered at the hand of 
colonizing powers. In discussing injustices in Australia, I discuss atrocious historic institutional 
events like the Stolen Generations and forcible child removals in remote communities, which 
continue to this day, and may even be getting worse. Patrick Wolfe’s writings on settler colonialism 
guide my own response to the atrocities committed at the hand of the settler. The later parts of this 
chapter focus on grief and death to think about the ways in which reconciliation might be 
approached with cultural sensitivity in mind. I lastly offer a short history of reconciliation and some 
of the attempts at redress by Australian governments in the present century, highlighting the 
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disappointing government responses to the Uluru Statement from the Heart, as well as Royal 
Commission findings in the Northern Territory.  
 
Having considered my Camusian framework in relation to the Australian context, I then, in chapter 
five, focus on the effects of settler colonialism in Aotearoa New Zealand. Far from being a peaceful 
nation in the South Pacific, I argue that neo-colonial structures endure from the 1800s right into the 
present day. Just as I drew on the testimonies and theories of Indigenous peoples in Australia in the 
previous chapter, I make reference to the work of Māori scholars and civilians of Aotearoa in this 
fourth chapter in order to justly guide my work towards an accurate conception of settler 
colonialism in New Zealand. Aotearoa, unlike Australia, has a treaty between Māori and the British 
Crown. Despite strong Māori representation and leadership, there is evidence that this treaty has not 
been honored by successive governments or the policies made by those in power. Throughout this 
chapter I consider my work on Camusian ethics, trust, trauma and grief in relation to the New 
Zealand context, offering particular discussion on Treaty of Waitangi settlements and redress efforts 
in relation to these themes. It seems to be the case that despite apology and reconciliation through 
the Waitangi Tribunal, underlying neo-colonial power structures still permeate the New Zealand 
ethical system, which in turn prevents true and total reconciliation from happening, and perpetuates 
discrimination against Māori.  
 
Having argued that greater ethical restoration is needed, particularly in the settler colonial contexts 
of New Zealand and Australia, I move finally in chapter six to a discussion on Rwanda after the 
genocide. As Patrick Wolfe writes, settler colonialism is ‘premised on the elimination of native 
societies… the colonizers come to stay.’38 In contrast, in the case of classical colonialism, 
colonization is an event, where a foreign oppressor dominates the Indigenous population, 
exhausting the country of its resources and imposing a violent colonial ideology upon its people 
before leaving with all they can carry. Belgian and German colonizers invaded and colonized 
Rwanda many years ago, which generated divisions between different groups of Rwandans. Such 
division helped to create the conditions which led to the genocide of 1994. I consider my 
framework in relation to the Rwandan genocide, and again draw upon the testimonies of survivors 
of the genocide in order to justly capture the impacts of the atrocity. After explicating a history of 
the genocide, I then examine some examples of reconciliatory efforts in Rwanda. Most of these are 
community-based, for example the Gacaca courts, or testimonies from Rwandan women of coming 
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together to talk about the genocide. Interestingly, there are discrepancies between official 
government accounts of reconciliation and testimonies by survivors and NGOs of the same efforts. 
Susan Thomson explains it may be the case that ‘government policy produces merely the 
appearance – and not the reality – of national unity and reconciliation,’39 After offering some 
discussion on these discrepancies, I consider the Rwandan context more thoroughly in relation to 
my own Camusian framework and my notions of forgiveness and atrocity. To finish the final 
contextual chapter, I offer a final discussion on the ways in which we might learn from Rwandan 
reconciliation. 
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Chapter One: 
Nonideal theory, decoloniality and intersubjective trust 
In order to establish a framework for reconciliation after mass atrocity and historical injustice, I 
now focus on setting up the terms of this thesis. Having introduced feminist ethicist themes, I 
continue this work in the first section on reconciliatory justice and oppression, examining the work 
of thinkers Lisa Tessman, Alison Jaggar, Margaret Urban Walker and Claudia Card. Drawing upon 
their work in morality affords us a contemporary definition of morality, and in turn, what 
constitutes a lack of morality in the contexts of atrocity and injustice. Injustice is a particularly 
pertinent theme in any account of reconciliation, and so I will then move to a consideration of Iris 
Marion Young's work on ‘The Five Faces of Oppression’ accompanied by contextual examples 
from New Zealand, Australia and Rwanda. After some short discussion of what reconciliatory 
justice entails, I will then, in section 1.2, discuss coloniality and colonization as conceptualized by 
Lewis Gordon and Nelson Maldonado-Torres, as all three of the contexts I consider are impacted by 
deep-rooted coloniality. I also include some discussion on the differences between classical 
colonialism and settler colonialism, as there are marked differences as highlighted by Lorenzo 
Veracini and Patrick Wolfe. My writing on colonization shifts to a Sartrean discussion of 
subjectivity in relation to Frantz Fanon before a short consideration of shame and Otherness. Next, 
in section 1.3 I move to define ethical systems, and take up Margaret Urban Walker and Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty's work in thinking about intersubjectivity. I strengthen this account of ethical 
systems with work by Kim Atkins, Fiona Utley and Annette Baier on trust, to establish a strong 
account of what leads to breakdowns in trust between intersubjective selves. Trudy Govier's work is 
also important here as she ties trust, reliance, esteem and autonomy more closely with the notion of 
the self. 
 
1.1 Justice, oppression and feminist ethics 
To begin, I draw upon Lisa Tessman’s critique of ideal theory, which, as she says, ‘strictly avoids 
descriptions of the actual.’40 Ideal theory, in the view of feminist ethicists and nonideal theorists, 
conjures up hypothetical situations to arrive at principles of justice. Nonideal theory, on the other 
hand, offers an alternative to ideal theory that takes into account ‘relations of dominance and 
subordination [and] relations of dependency,’ and considers ‘the ongoing effects of oppression,’ 
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rather than removing power relations and marginal histories in order to arrive at a set of ideal 
circumstances as ideal theory does.41 . As Jaggar writes: 
To guide action in the real world, ideal theory in this sense must be supplemented with nonideal 
theory, which is charged with figuring out how to build the ideal in nonideal circumstances… First, 
we need to tailor our principles to the motivational and cognitive capacities of real people, as 
opposed to ideal citizens. Second, we need empirically adequate understandings of the underlying 
causes of injustice. Third, ideal theory may lack the conceptual resources needed to recognize and 
understand real-world injustices.42 
 
Jaggar was among the first feminist ethicists to begin the philosophical paradigm shift towards 
nonideal theory, and importantly highlights why we need malleable theories of justice in order to 
contend with the demands and complexities of global chaos and disorder. Like other feminist 
ethicists, I am skeptical of moral theories that do not extensively consider difference or situation, as 
claiming universality not only sidelines important concerns about Otherness and intersectionality, 
but also privileges the position of the dead white men that have dominated discussions in Western 
academia over the course of its history. Philosophers are not gods and do not have claim to ultimate 
moral knowledge – rather, philosophers are privileged epistemically only concerning their particular 
situation. In invoking standpoint theory, I make reference back to Jaggar in the context of feminist 
ethics, who notes that ‘feminist standpoint theory contends that different social locations make 
possible different views on social reality, some of which are more illuminating than others.’43  
Standpoint theory takes the view that those who are less privileged have the best insight into both 
their own situation as well as the situations of those more privileged. 
 
Both standpoint theory and nonideal theory are important in the context of reconciliation and moral 
philosophy, as they demonstrate the limits of enquiry, and consider the location and position of the 
researcher in relation to the research. In noting our limits, we make our philosophy more precise. 
Feminist ethics, broadly speaking, is also an underlying part of my framework. In Margaret Urban 
Walker’s 2008 work, Moral Understandings: A Feminist Study in Ethics, she says: 
What some people know hides or obscures what is known by others, and differences between people 
in what they can get away with claiming they know are among the most important differences in 
moral and social places. Social orders differentiated by power and status, the rule rather than the 
exception in human societies, are morally complex and usually problematically so. Their moral 
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structures are epistemically orchestrated in elaborate, self‐preserving ways; both how they are 
orchestrated and the results of their being so are often part of what is morally problematic about 
them.44 
 
Feminist ethics thus highlights power, status and privilege, and considers ethics within contextual 
power relations. Further to this point, feminist ethics is relevant to the questions of my thesis 
because it indicates a move away from universal theory, and towards a world in which each 
individual’s unique set of circumstances are recognized, while still acknowledging community and 
interconnectedness. It is important to consider the ways in which different peoples and groups of 
people see and approach the world, to avoid colonial misunderstandings and neo-colonial attempts 
at assimilation. In assuming that there are universal ways of thinking and universal modes of being, 
we erase and obscure identities which may differ from dominant Western narratives. This is a form 
of colonial injustice and demonstrates the ways in which coloniality permeates every facet of our 
existence. My argument is grounded in the tradition of feminist ethics. Nonideal theorists ground 
their work in reality to contend with evils like mass atrocity and conditions of oppression and 
injustice, which is why I employ this kind of theory throughout an examination of reconciliation. To 
be sure, in conceptualizing mass atrocity, I refer to socially constructed conditions and events that 
cause widespread and devastating harm at the hand of human moral agency. This excludes natural 
catastrophes, which, as Claudia Card notes, are ‘not brought about… by moral agency,’ and ‘are not 
evils.’45 Human moral agency plays an important part in causing the kinds of mass atrocities that 
require reconciliation, and this also applies to historical injustice, which I will define shortly. I 
assert in accordance with Card that death itself is not inherently evil and is not the reason that mass 
atrocity is so morally horrific. Nonetheless, ‘the manner of death can be [evil], and it can be an evil 
to be robbed of the opportunity to live out a meaningful life.’46  
 
Being robbed of opportunity is a key component of historical injustice, which in some cases may be 
just as devastating as mass atrocity. Historical injustice occurs much more gradually than mass 
atrocity, which tends to happen within a shorter period, as the Rwandan genocide or the Holocaust 
were in comparison to the deep-seated historical injustices in the Australian and New Zealand 
contexts. Historical injustice, like mass atrocity, belongs to human agency, whether that agency be 
collective or individual. Indeed, mass atrocity may be a part of historical injustice, which takes a 
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wider view of harm and the conditions that create evil outcomes. Nonetheless, a good theory of 
reconciliation must outline what it is that justice requires for ethical restoration to measure up to 
that standard. In accordance with feminist ethics and the emerging decolonial character of my 
argument, a thorough account of justice required for reconciliation in my conception is one that 
considers the different forms of systemic violence and discrimination that lead to the breakdowns of 
trust in ethical systems. Consequently, I now move to a discussion on oppression and justice in the 
work of Iris Marion Young to illuminate an account of some appropriate aims for justice in the 
context. In ‘The Five Faces of Oppression,’ Young theorizes what she calls an ‘enabling conception 
of justice:’ 
Justice should refer not only to distribution, but also to the institutional conditions necessary for the 
development and exercise of individual capacities and collective communication and cooperation. 
Under this conception of justice, injustice refers primarily to two forms of disabling constraints, 
oppression and domination.47 
 
Young aims to identify what it is we need for justice, and what it is that hinders justice. In her view, 
‘oppression designates the disadvantage and injustice some people suffer not because a tyrannical 
power coerces them, but because of the everyday practices of a well-intentioned liberal society.’48 In 
other words, oppression is an unjust feature of a superficially democratic and liberal political 
system. Accordingly, oppression has five ‘faces:’ violence, exploitation, marginalization, 
powerlessness and cultural imperialism.49 Her theory throughout ‘The Five Faces of Oppression’ is 
one I would like to apply in the context of this framework for reconciliation, and so let us now 
consider these five facets.  
 
To begin, we shall think about violence. In my conception, violence is not exclusively physical, but 
may also entail forms of violence that sever trust and self-trust in similar ways to physical violence. 
Nevertheless, a violent act might entail being harassed on the street for your race, gender or other 
arbitrary social marker, or being physically attacked for expressing one’s religious belief by 
wearing a burqa or hijab, for example. Secondly, exploitation is when subjects are compensated 
unfairly for their work. This manifests in multiple forms across many industries – we might think 
about marginalized groups of people being paid unfairly low wages to produce consumer goods, for 
example. Exploitation is important because it creates and reinforces a power imbalance, where 
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those with less access to capital continue to have lessened access, and those with greater access gain 
even more access through their systemic advantage.  
 
Marginalization is the third aspect and is one of the most central concepts in my thesis framework. 
Marginalization is a form of social exclusion where certain groups of people are unfairly and often 
systematically denied access to goods and opportunities that other groups have access to. People are 
marginalized on the bases of arbitrary markers—race, gender, sexual orientation, and so on. 
Powerlessness is the highest form of disenfranchisement and is when a person or group of persons 
have their access to democratic processes or to power lessened greatly through systematic 
oppression. In Australia, for example, there are not designated seats for Aboriginal peoples in 
Australian parliaments, which is problematic because it effectively denies Aboriginal people 
representation as they are not commonly elected in the context of large white Australian voting 
demographics. If Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups in Australia form treaties with 
representative bodies of Australian government, designated seats or advisory groups may be a part 
of these negotiations. New Zealand, in contrast, has designated Māori seats to ensure representation, 
and as a result has a much stronger record of Indigenous political participation and access to 
Western democratic power. This pertains to another facet of oppression—cultural imperialism, 
where most commonly, Western colonial values are established as normative values for entire 
populations, even if a large portion of the population does not share those values culturally. To 
illustrate this point, we might consider white Australian culture, which is difficult to define 
precisely because of its normative and normalizing force. Cultural imperialism is oppressive 
because it serves as a method of control, and teaches people that only certain languages, 
mannerisms, or even entire identities, are valuable, while others are not. 
 
All five of these facets of oppression often feature heavily in historical injustices, or in cases of 
mass atrocities. Nonetheless, it is hard to conceive of any society in the contemporary world in 
which some groups within that ethical system do not experience at least some of these forms of 
oppression.  One of the most difficult and perhaps disconcerting features of oppression is that it 
may be difficult to identify who is complicit in perpetuating it, and how. As Iris Marion Young 
notes, ‘the conscious actions of many individuals daily contribute to maintaining and reproducing 
oppression, but those people are usually simply doing their jobs or living their lives, and do not 
understand themselves as agents of oppression.’50 Tanja Pritzlaff delineates this point more clearly, 
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outlining that ‘Young’s model of political responsibility… shifts the focus to complex, co-produced 
social structures whose outcomes cannot be causally connected to intentional individual actions.’51 
Oppression is, however, inherently structural, and the kinds of individual acts of injustice that cause 
oppressive acts often are influenced chiefly by the dominating structures that influence our 
overarching frames of reference towards the world. Just as it may be small, repeated acts that cause 
enormous harms in the context of oppressive structures, it may also be these small, ‘coproduced, 
collective day-to-day activities [that are] regarded as a remedy for structural injustice.’52 
 
The traces of systematic racism, homophobia, sexism and other oppressive ideologies are often 
implicit, rarely being clearly apparent to those who are perpetuating the harm. When protestors in 
America coined the ‘Black Lives Matter’ message to communicate the impacts of systemic racism, 
a multitude of voices replied: ‘All Lives Matter,’ which showed a fundamental misunderstanding of 
(and a refusal to hear) the voices and experiences of black people in America. Similarly, 
#NotAllMen has become a source of satire on social media sites like Twitter, after groups of 
women became tired of having their concerns about gender discrimination invalidated or ignored by 
men who did not see their complicity in the harm. Nonetheless, Iris Marion Young theorizes that: 
Justice should refer not only to distribution, but also to the institutional conditions necessary for the 
development and exercise of individual capacities and collective communication and cooperation. 
Under this conception of justice, injustice refers primarily to two forms of disabling constraints, 
oppression and domination. While these constraints include distributive patterns, they also involve 
matters that cannot easily be assimilated to the logic of distribution: decision-making procedures, 
division of labor, and culture.53 
 
In invoking this quote, I aim to connect these five faces of oppression with an overarching account 
of justice that focusses on citizen’s capabilities, and broadly identifies oppression and domination as 
the two major threads of injustice. When a person, or group of peoples experiences oppression, their 
trust in the world, trust in themselves, and trust in those around them is broken down. A mistrustful 
attitude corresponds with a broken ethical system, and so for an ethical system to be repaired, 
justice entails the elimination of oppressive circumstances and domination. Oppression is 
intrinsically linked with capabilities as a lack of trust, both in oneself and in the world, is connected 
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to a lowered ability to move or to act freely for fear of violence, lessened access to power and 
capital, and lowered self-value and self-esteem.54 All of these pertain clearly to the five faces of 
oppression – violence, exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness and cultural imperialism – and 
so, in this way, I rely on Iris Marion Young’s work on oppression and justice to underpin the 
framework of this thesis.  
 
1.2 Settler Colonialism and Otherness 
The historical injustices and mass atrocity I explore further on are rooted in coloniality, and so it is 
important here to consider the role of coloniality, and in turn decoloniality in the context of 
reconciliation. As Frantz Fanon says: ‘the problem of coloniality includes not only the interrelations 
of objective historical conditions, but also human attitudes towards these conditions.’55 It is indeed 
at the intersection of these historical conditions and the attitudes of the people that live within these 
conditions, particularly those occupying higher positions in power structures, that we find the roots 
of oppression. As previously mentioned, all three of the contexts discussed in this thesis are 
countries that have been colonized. As a result, Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, Māori and 
Rwandan peoples have been subject to colonial violence and in New Zealand and Australia 
particularly, Indigenous groups continue to be disproportionately discriminated against as a result of 
coloniality. The first British settlers in Australia landed in 1788.56 Rwanda was colonized much later 
by Germany in the 1890s and was under Belgian trusteeship until the early 1960s.57 New Zealand’s 
colonization began in the mid-nineteenth century. I raise this point because it is imperative to 
acknowledge that it is largely the world’s colonial history that has shaped the need for 
reconciliation and ethical restoration in our three contexts. If there had been no colonial presence in 
Australia, Rwanda, or New Zealand, ethical restoration may not be required to the same extent or 
indeed, at all, in any of these places. In referring to ‘decoloniality’, I mean the ideas of Lewis 
Gordon and Nelson Maldonado-Torres. 
 
To begin, I want to draw upon the work of Lewis Gordon, as he writes of the process of European 
colonization, describing indigenous peoples as ‘treated by dominant organizations of knowledge… 
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as problems instead of people who face problems.’58  In Aotearoa, Māori are treated as problem 
people, and this is nowhere reflected so clearly as in the criminal justice system, where Māori make 
up disproportionate numbers of incarcerated peoples as a result of systematic racism and 
coloniality. For example:  
Māori are more likely to be stopped, searched, arrested and convicted for minor drug offences than 
other New Zealanders - and less likely to benefit from police discretion... New Zealanders have 
some of the highest drug use rates in the developed world, but it’s Māori –especially young Māori –
who bear the brunt of our drug laws. While they make up just 15 percent of the national population, 
Māori aged 17–25 account for 37 percent of those convicted of possession and/or use of an illicit 
drug.59 
 
Such coloniality perpetuates harm against Māori by Pākehā-dominated institutions at the hand of 
the Crown today. Models such as this lead to ‘a conception of modern society that conceals the 
underlying violence by which its main institution of power, the state, protects itself through 
processes of inclusion and exclusion.’60  In other words, white coloniality protects itself in New 
Zealand through the Department of Corrections, and through the proliferation of the Māori 
stereotype – ‘problems instead of people who face problems,’ as people who are marginalized by 
these colonial structures, treated as an object Other.61 These ideas tie in with Iris Marion Young’s 
work on oppression, and with nonideal theory, which both consider domination and 
marginalization, and give greater context to the category of colonial domination. To be sure, 
coloniality: 
Refers to long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define 
culture, labor, intersubjective relations, and knowledge production well beyond the strict limits of 
colonial administrations. Thus, coloniality survives colonialism. It is maintained alive in books, in 
the criteria for academic performance, in cultural patterns, in common sense, in the self-image of 
peoples, in aspirations of self, and so many other aspects of our modern experience. In a way, as 
modern subjects we breathe coloniality all the time and every day.62 
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It is imperative to consider the role of power and power structures within ethical systems in need of 
reconciliation because, as I have shown in invoking feminist ethicists and colonial thinkers, 
considering justice without considering oppression and domination renders theory much less useful. 
When a minority identity group is marginalized by a majority identity group, there is a clear power 
imbalance between two parties, which ideally must be challenged and corrected to minimize 
marginalization and ensure that communities are working towards reconciliation. I argue that it is 
the case that this imbalance that further exacerbates a person or community’s marginalization. A 
power imbalance within an ethical system is a situation where the most privileged have access to 
greater power – whether it be socio-political power which they access from knowing other wealthy 
or powerful people, or military power, where they rank highly in military hierarchy and have great 
influence. Those with lessened access to power on the opposite ends of the spectrum in an ethical 
system are likely to be oppressed in one of the five ways articulated by Iris Marion Young, 
particularly as they do not enjoy the same equality of opportunity as the privileged. The less 
powerful are often not represented in the same way that the privileged and powerful are because this 
power and privilege is recursive.  
 
The vicious cycle of power imbalances within ethical system mean that those with less power are 
often less trusting of their ethical system, and so may continue to place little faith in their 
opportunities for success within it. On the opposite end of the spectrum, I assert that those with the 
most power continue to place a lot of trust in their ethical system and continue to be powerful in the 
context of that system. Unfortunately, those in positions of lesser power are unable to mitigate this 
problem easily as they do not have access to said power, and changing that factor often requires 
recognition of the power imbalance by all parties involved. This conundrum may not sound severe, 
but regrettably, despite strong political resurgence, there are many groups the world over who suffer 
from power imbalances stemming from colonization, and this is intensified particularly in 
populations that have suffered from historical injustice or mass atrocity. In countries like New 
Zealand, and Australia where there have been histories of injustice against indigenous populations 
for example, Māori and Aboriginal peoples have both suffered greatly from power imbalances 
where the descendants of the colonizers still make up large numbers of the populations. We can see 
this suffering across all kinds of different data – for example, Indigenous youth in Australia are 24 
times as likely to be imprisoned.63 Nearly all governments, especially the New Zealand and 
Australian governments, ought to do much more to mitigate the harms perpetuated against 
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indigenous peoples, and it is the aim of this thesis to set up a critical space of enquiry for such harm 
reduction, and indeed reconciliation. 
 
The coloniality of being has implications for knowledge production, both in relation to academic 
scholarship and in relation to other forms of institutionalized, bureaucratic knowledge. When 
coloniality is not examined, and when ‘methodological approaches to knowledge construction are 
treated as inherently ‘value neutral’ and ‘apolitical,’ colonial institutions are able to hide the 
structural biases that reproduce systematic harms.64 Consider the example given by Tahu Kukutai 
and Maggie Walter: 
Indigenous population statistics and the categories that inform them are not value neutral. Such data 
emerge from, and are given meaning through, the dominant frameworks of the settler state societies 
that produce and use them. Decisions on what data are collected, on whom, when, how, and in what 
format, are not simply matters of administrative choice. Rather they are social, cultural and political 
artefacts with the power to define and exclude. This claim is more than semantics. Official statistics 
have a lived impact for Indigenous peoples in both Aotearoa and Australia; from perceptions of who 
we are, to the policy outcomes derived from those statistics.65 
 
While gathering data on human flourishing is useful for determining whether policies are working, 
it is important to be wary of the ways in which that data is collected, phrased and presented. Many 
programs that purport to assist Indigenous communities are coordinated around Western ideals, 
which means that while these programs and policies attempt to improve Indigenous affairs, they 
may unwittingly be exercises in recolonisation and assimilation. Thus, we cannot assume 
universality, which is a key facet of both feminist ethics and decoloniality, and why feminist ethics 
and decolonial thought are central to my thesis framework. To further understand the enormous 
harm caused by colonialism, we must also distinguish between settler colonialism and classical 
colonialism.  
 
Patrick Wolfe famously argues that settler colonialism, as distinct from other practices of warfare or 
conflict, is ‘premised on the elimination of native societies… the colonizers come to stay – invasion 
is a structure not an event.66 In chapters four and five of this thesis, I will demonstrate the ways in 
which the colonizers came to stay in both New Zealand and Australia. I will also argue that 
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colonizers and colonizing structures continue to oppress Māori, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples through colonial policies and practices that disenfranchise Indigenous peoples. In 
Rwanda, on the other hand, colonization was an event where Belgian and German invaders stripped 
Rwanda of resources and imposed imperial logic and policies upon the Rwandan peoples. This had 
far-reaching impacts into the twenty-first century, as I will explore in the sixth chapter of this thesis. 
Nonetheless, in writing about settler colonialism, which is the case in New Zealand and Australia, 
Jared Sexton writes:  
‘You, go away’ can mean the removal of the native population, its destruction through direct killing 
or the imposition of unliveable conditions, its assimilation into the settler colonial society, or some 
combination of each… settler colonialism may exploit the labour of the colonized en route, but the 
disappearance of the native is its raison d’être.67 
 
As part of this horrific ‘logic of elimination’ in settler colonies, Patrick Wolfe argues that forced 
assimilation is a key facet of settler colonialism and identifies a range of pressures colonisers create 
for Indigenous peoples to adopt a settler way of being.68 The process of colonization overall, as 
Chris Cunneen and Juan Tauri argue, is not a mere accident, but rather is ‘actively created and 
maintained through processes of dispossession, and policies of disenfranchisement and social and 
economic exclusion.’69 Settler colonialism is distinctive from other forms of colonialism in the New 
Zealand context, as I will explain drawing on Lorenzo Veracini’s work in relation to Patrick Wolfe 
and Jared Sexton’s writings. Veracini writes: 
Settler colonialism is a relationship. It is related to colonialism but also inherently distinct from it. 
As a system defined by unequal relationships (like colonialism) where an exogenous collective aims 
to locally and permanently replace indigenous ones (unlike colonialism), settler colonialism has no 
geographical, cultural or chronological bounds. It is culturally nonspecific (indeed, a few of the 
chapters we collect outline the history of settler colonial projects promoted by non-Europeans). It 
can happen at any time, and everyone is a settler if they are part of a collective and sovereign 
displacement that moves to stay, that moves to establish a permanent homeland by way of 
displacement.70 
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Settler colonialism is distinct from classical colonialism in that it is not a singular event, and Patrick 
Wolfe argues that settler colonialism particularly is ‘premised on the elimination of native 
societies… the colonizers come to stay – invasion is a structure not an event.71 The settler colonial 
society is no mere accident, and instead, as Jared Sexton argues, aims at removing Indigenous 
populations, ‘through direct killing or the imposition of unlivable conditions, its assimilation into 
the settler colonial society, or some combination of each… settler colonialism may exploit the 
labour of the colonized en route, but the disappearance of the native is its raison d’être.’72 In New 
Zealand and Australia, two countries cursed by settler colonialism, forced assimilation serves as a 
mechanism towards the ‘logic of elimination’ by erasing Indigenous ways of life and replacing 
them with violent colonial ideologies.73 
 
To return to Fanon, his work highlights and focusses on the idea of power, oppression and 
domination using the language of Otherness, particularly in the colonial context. The non-white 
Other, like the non-male Other as constructed in Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, is 
constructed by the colonizer.74 Fanon refers to Sartre: ‘it is the anti-Semite who makes the Jew.’75 
Without the existence of the colonizer, the ‘native’ is not Other. If Australia had not been colonized, 
or if residual colonial power structures did not continue to exist, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
peoples living in Australia would not be defined in relation to a colonial subject in the Australian 
historical imaginary. As Andrew Schaap says: 
For in the midst of revolt the colonized accept their difference and separation from the colonizers 
and so continue to define their world in terms of the colonial situation. They continue ‘to think, feel 
and live against and, therefore, in relation to the coloniser’. True liberation thus requires overcoming 
the terms of colonialism itself, which constitute the identities of colonizer and colonized in 
opposition to each other.76 
 
The colonizer’s oppressive categories of identity are set up in terms of opposition: ‘Black/White, 
Self/Other,’ and these opposing categories serve to restrict and limit the colonized subject to the 
terms of coloniality and colonial potential.77 We find similar power structures at play in New 
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Zealand, where ‘the use of racialized identities to portray Māori have their origins in a colonial 
history where they were used to legitimate a settler society.’78 This is not to say that Jewish or 
Aboriginal or indeed any peoples historically discriminated against do not have rich and diverse 
cultural histories and backgrounds – all cultures exist independently of colonization and are not 
Eurocentrically defined or created through the gaze of the colonizer. Instead, it is dominant Western 
narratives that do great harm to the identity groups that they subjugate through this Othering and 
marginalization. Without the white Australian colonizer, the Aboriginal Dunghutti people of New 
South Wales would remain Dunghutti; however, they would be a great deal less exoticized as 
‘native’ by the colonizer. The ‘native’ has her own history, culture, and personal narrative before 
and aside from colonization and without the identity of the colonizer. Coloniality has created a 
binary between colonizer and colonized, and this binary is part of a structure of systematic 
oppression and domination that continues in the 21st Century.  
 
Indigenous peoples in Australia, Māori in New Zealand and Hutu and Tutsi alike in Rwanda are all 
groups of people negatively impacted by a greater global economic order in connection with 
colonization – settler colonialism in New Zealand and Australia, and classical colonialism in 
Rwanda. Indigenous peoples continue to have not only land and labor plundered, but culture too – 
Aboriginal peoples in Australia stage protests to stop the government mining on sacred sites, and 
special cultural grounds are not treated in accordance with the wishes of the people indigenous to 
the land. Tourists continue to walk up Uluru despite the express requests of the local Anangu people 
not to, and rising sea levels caused by global warming threatens the livelihood of many Torres Strait 
Islanders. In New Zealand, Indigenous cultural performances by Māori are packaged neatly and 
commodified, advertised to European tourists who want to experience the ‘Other’ overseas in the 
colonies. Indigenous peoples globally are thus typecast as Other in many different damaging ways 
by the dominant colonial subject, which serves to reinforce the subject’s dominance as a form of 
structural power recursion. Dominant Western culture creates a narrative that keeps the Other 
subjugated by disempowering and disenfranchising certain groups. It is important to understand this 
casting of the ‘native’ as Other and its intersection with colonization because it helps us to see more 
clearly the need for ethical restoration in New Zealand, Rwanda and Australia. Otherness is also 
linked to the notion of the gaze, or the look of the Other, which finds roots in Sartre: 
I see eyes; I see a being-in-the-midst-of-the-world. Henceforth the Other escapes me. I should like to 
act upon his freedom, to appropriate it, or at least, to make the Other’s freedom recognize my 
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freedom. But this freedom is dead; it is no longer in the world in which I encounter the Other-as-
object, for its characteristic is to be transcendent to the world. To be sure, I can grasp the Other, grab 
hold of him, knock him down. I can, providing I have the power, compel him to perform this or that 
act, to say certain words. But everything happens as if I wished to get hold of a man who runs away 
and leaves only his coat in my hands. It is the coat, it is the outer shell which I possess. I shall never 
get hold of more than a body, a psychic object in the midst of the world.79 
 
In Sartre’s conception, we recognize the Other and wish to possess them. The Other uncovers one’s 
own vulnerabilities, and while the project of Othering is an attempt to grasp the Other and expose 
her being, it seems a defensive action that aims to cloak one’s own being. The colonizer is defined 
in relation to Frantz Fanon’s ‘native,’ and, as aforementioned, these binaries divide people into the 
categories of colonized and colonizer, the dominant and the oppressed. In Fanon’s own words: ‘I 
begin to suffer from not being a white man to the degree that the white man imposes discrimination 
on me, makes me a colonized native, robs me of all worth, all individuality, tells me that I am a 
parasite on the world, that I must bring myself as quickly as possible into step with the white 
world.’80 The colonizer cloaks the colonized subject in a damning uniform only to find that the 
colonized has escaped him in an entirely different coat.  
 
It is important to recognize Indigenous and First Nations peoples’ narratives and expressions of 
resistance with these ideas about coloniality in mind. By pursuing a colonial narrative that paints 
Indigenous and First Nations peoples as weak or dispirited people, decolonial projects may be 
unwittingly perpetuating the very colonialism that they attempt to fight. As Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff 
Corntassel write:  
To a large extent, institutional approaches to making meaningful change in the lives of Indigenous 
people have not led to what we understand as decolonization and regeneration; rather they have 
further embedded Indigenous people in the colonial institutions they set out to challenge... Current 
approaches to confronting the problem of contemporary colonialism ignore the wisdom of the 
teachings of our ancestors... They are, in a basic way, building not on a spiritual and cultural 
foundation provided to us as the heritage of our nations, but on the weakened and severely damaged 
cultural and spiritual and social results of colonialism. Purported decolonization and watered-down 
cultural restoration processes that accept the premises and realities of our colonized existences as 
their starting point are inherently flawed and doomed to fail. They attempt to reconstitute strong 
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nations on the foundations of enervated, dispirited and decultured people. That is the honest and 
brutal reality; and that is the fundamental illogic of our contemporary struggle.81  
 
I acknowledge my own complicity in this problem and aim throughout this thesis to employ 
Indigenous perspectives and examples of Indigenous excellence with respect to these narratives so 
as not to fall into the ingrained trap of colonial storytelling. 
 
1.3 Shame in the Face of the Other 
Shame is a very important factor in terms of reconciliation and pertains to Otherness and the way 
people perceive themselves within their ethical systems. In this section I discuss different types of 
shame associated with reconciliation in the three contexts we are concerned with in relation to 
structural violence or historical injustice, particularly from the perspective of the settler. To feel 
ashamed of oneself is something that every person experiences, but it has special significance in the 
context of reconciliation because of the severity of the acts committed to cause shame, whether you 
be victim or perpetrator, oppressor or Other. Shame is curious and powerful because it undermines 
one's sense of self as an intersubjective being within an ethical system comprised of other 
intersubjective beings. It is fundamental to our lives as humans that we are comprised partially of 
others - we are famously political animals, and cannot live without contributing some part of 
ourselves to our wider ethical system or to the lives of others.82 The notion of shame is very much 
an existentialist concern - thinkers like Sartre and Beauvoir have both highlighted the notion of the 
shame felt by the gaze of others, or the shame felt at existing as and having to be gazed at as Other 
in the case of Beauvoir. Lisa Guenther invokes what it is to feel shame: 
Suddenly, I have an outside, an appearance which is mine, but which nevertheless escapes my own 
grasp, a skin which is more immediately accessible to others than to myself. The gaze of the Other 
does not offer me anything in particular to know; rather, it alters my being, triangulating the 
structure of my existence into a relation between me, myself and the Other.83 
 
While all people may feel shame at the realization of the gaze of another person, there is a distinct 
difference between this kind of shame, and the shame of being Other. To feel as though you are 
Other is to feel as though your very existence is an inherent form of sin, and this shame endures 
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independently of whether you have a literal or figurative gaze fixed upon you. In Australia, 
institutionalized racism impacts Aboriginal and Torres Strait people immensely, and this experience 
of being Othered on a day-to-day basis is expressed by Linda, an Aboriginal woman living in urban 
Australia:  
It’s just you feel inferior you know… people are staring at you, watching you. You just know it, and 
it does make you feel like, I don’t know… I think it has affected my health because now… I have a 
bit of nerve problems… Because I’m not coping with people, with racism and that, you know? I 
think it has in a way affected my health, the racism that I grew up with and that, you know.84 
 
Linda’s experience of racism in Australia as someone who has been Othered is deeply concerning 
not just for Linda and the way that it has impacted her health and wellbeing, but also on a wider 
scale within the Australian ethical system. Colonial power structures still serve to marginalize 
Aboriginal peoples in Australia, and the experience of Otherness and shame is perpetuated by these 
power structures and the institutionalized racism that comes with it. Because all people within this 
ethical system are intersubjective selves, racism is internalized and people who experience 
Otherness suffer accordingly, being made to feel ashamed of their difference. To be sure, it is 
important to recognize both intersectionality and the narratives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples to avoid conflating and minimizing the experiences of those who experience more 
than one form of structural oppression via these distinct means.  
 
I nonetheless return to Beauvoir in thinking about the experiences of many women, who are ‘riveted 
to [their] own [bodies], not merely by the ontological structure of intersubjectivity, but by the social 
and political structure of a gender oppression that exposes [them] to the gaze of others as a sexual 
object, while blocking [their] emergence as a fellow subject with legitimate desires of [their] own.’85 
It is difficult for woman to fight against these preconceived notions of what she ought to be in order 
to form her own identity outside of the constraints of her ethical system. ‘He is the Subject, he is the 
Absolute. She is the Other.’86 The shame of being both Other and woman comes from this notion of 
being non-subject and of being constrained and made to feel object by the male gaze, and it is the 
gaze of the subject that may be most pertinent in the different forms of Otherness. A more elaborate 
and solidified concept of the ‘male gaze’ can, of course, be attributed to Laura Mulvey, who wrote 
in 1975 that: 
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In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and 
passive/female…women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded 
for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. Woman 
displayed as sexual object is the leit-motif of erotic spectacle… she holds the look, plays to and 
signifies male desire. Mainstream film neatly combined spectacle and narrative.87 
 
And so, the codified portrayal of women as ‘Other,’ subject to the male gaze, has contributed 
towards this kind of Look of the Other. We might indeed criticize Sartre via Mulvey and Beauvoir 
for his characterization of the feminine subject as an object to be gazed upon, however the original 
Sartrean ideas remain useful for this analysis. Nonetheless, oppression is intersectional, and does 
not have a single axis, as Kimberlé Crenshaw explained in 1989. A ‘single-axis framework’ for 
discrimination excludes certain groups from the discussion, and does not adequately capture the 
multi-faceted and complex nature of oppression and marginalization: 
Black women are sometimes excluded from feminist theory and antiracist policy discourse because 
both are predicated on a discrete set of experiences that often does not accurately reflect the 
interaction of race and gender… Because the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of 
racism and sexism, any analysis that does not take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently 
address the particular manner in which Black women are subordinated.’88 
 
I invoke Crenshaw’s work on intersectionality to emphasize that there is no single universalized 
mode of discrimination or oppression, but rather multiple categories which may overlap across 
axes. Accordingly, there may be no one way to feel the shame of Otherness or feel the gaze of the 
Other. The shame of being Othered or Other is significant, particularly in the context of ethical 
restoration, because these kinds of shame are born from the same injustices that give rise to 
oppressive violence and historical injustice. It is also important to separate shame from guilt – in 
Rwanda for example there may be a kind of guilt felt by some after committing violent acts, and in 
New Zealand, there may be a kind of white guilt involved in the privileges of being a colonizer in 
the context of historical injustice. Both forms of guilt are a response to reflecting on the harm that 
one is collectively or individually responsible for, and perhaps feeling that retribution has been dealt 
after oppression or injustice. These forms of guilt are markedly different from the internalized 
shame caused by outside forces that label different identity groups as Other. Danielle Celermajer, 
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writing in the context of the 2008 Apology in Australia, writes that ‘shame does not imply the direct 
assumption of individual responsibility for past wrongdoing that guilt entails.’89 This is why 
collective feelings of white guilt, or individual feelings of guilt are different from shame, and 
‘accordingly, people can be asked to partake in a shared experience of shame without this implying 
that they are being blamed for the wrongdoing itself, a blame that provokes the various problems of 
individual responsibility.90  
 
Nonetheless, Marguerite La Caze highlights the complexity and unfairness of the shame of being 
Other as a form of internalized oppression, which ‘creates a structural context where humiliation is 
assumed, taken in, and focused on the self and so experienced as shame.’91 Shame is significant in 
the role of reconciliation because it can serve to further alienate and marginalize the people that 
have experienced great trauma within their ethical systems, particularly after oppressive violence or 
historical injustice. Those that feel the shame of being Othered in some way have perhaps have lost 
faith in their ethical system, and with due cause. It is thus important to remedy this problem by 
considering the narratives at play in different contexts via systematic oppression and varying power 
structures when thinking about reconciliation. Generally speaking, ethical systems must cater to all 
intersubjective selves – not just the most privileged, and certain kinds of shame as well as the 
experience of Otherness are both evidence that an ethical system is not functioning optimally. For 
these reasons, shame and Otherness are interconnected and significant in the context of ethical 
restoration. Having considered some of the major work on decoloniality, shame and Otherness, let 
us now turn to a consideration of ethical systems and intersubjectivity. 
 
1.4 Ethical systems and intersubjectivity 
Having broadly considered justice, oppression, nonideal theory and coloniality, I now move to a 
definition of intersubjectivity and ethical systems. For Margaret Urban Walker, ‘morality is a 
socially embodied medium of understanding and negotiation over responsibility for things open to 
human care and effort.’92 I also adopt this view and base my notions of intersubjectivity and ethical 
systems around Walker’s conception of morality. While responsibility may be more salient in the 
context of reconciliation, understanding and negotiation are key components of overcoming mass 
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atrocity or historical injustice. The interpersonal nature of Walker and many other feminist ethicists’ 
notions of morality is grounded in the reality of experience, and these kinds of notions help us to 
arrive at more pragmatic and just outcomes by considering actual human narratives and relations 
rather than ideal human relations. My work on ethical systems and intersubjectivity is also 
grounded in phenomenology and existentialism, specifically in the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
and Jean-Paul Sartre. I acknowledge the differences between both thinkers’ conceptions of 
intersubjectivity, namely that Sartre’s intersubjective self is much more alienated and ashamed than 
Merleau-Ponty’s self. Nonetheless, my aim is to draw on both thinkers in order to generate a notion 
of intersubjective connectedness, or an ethical system, rather than to definitively combine their 
notions of the self in relation to freedom and autonomy. It is the space between that I am more 
concerned with.  
 
In the continental tradition, intersubjectivity concerns relationships between subjects, and this 
notion contributes broadly to my conception of ethical systems. Intersubjectivity is important 
because it is an essential ingredient in considering a trust framework between subjects for the 
operation of ethical systems. This notion, in turn, aids in the conceptualization of reconciliation and 
ethical restoration after historical injustices or mass atrocities. In thinking about subjects, objects, 
others, and the world, I consider a Merleau-Pontian notion of embodiment and being in the world. 
He says that ‘truth does not ‘inhabit’ only ‘the inner [person],' or more accurately, there is no inner 
[person], [we are] in the world, and only in the world [do we] know [ourselves].’93 We experience 
the world as though we are in the world, and this perception is relative to a background of facticity, 
of cultural signifiers and norms, and in relation to the presence of subjects and objects alongside 
ourselves. The presence of other subjects and objects are central to my framework of reconciliation, 
as I claim that our situation alongside these other entities is central to the way we perceive and 
understand the world. An ethical system, in my conception, is both this background of facticity 
alongside our group intersubjectivity within a recognizable group. For example – the wider 
Australian ethical system will be made up of all people residing in Australia, and will constitute the 
socio-political, historical and cultural backgrounds against which intersubjectivity between people 
in Australia rests. In a small group – perhaps in an addiction recovery group, or a family unit, the 
background against which ethics are formed and understood is much less vast and much more 
personal, although the notion of an ethical system remains the same, as the nature of those contexts 
inform the kind of intersubjectivity at play between the people within those ethical systems.  
                                                 
93 Merleau-Ponty M. (1962) Phenomenology of Perception, London: Routledge. xii 
42 
 
 
Nonetheless, the presence of the Other is felt even when the Other is not immediately present – I sit 
at my desk in a building after all the other subjects have gone home, and yet the world around me 
exists as a part of the collaboration of many different subjects. I receive an email from the UK, I 
drink Ethiopian coffee from a cup made in China, I look out the window at the University of 
Queensland at the blossoming jacaranda trees in a Brisbane landscape. All of these objects, places 
and processes are constructed by a vast set of Others and are reminders of the Other’s presence in 
my world even when my world is devoid of the immediacy of that presence. Accordingly, we 
cannot escape the Other, and it is this Other that contributes to the shaping of our ethical systems. 
Intersubjectivity, then, in my conception, is this interaction between the self, the world, and the 
Other, and the ways in which all three of these entities collapse into each other. To build on this 
conception of intersubjectivity, I also refer back to Sartre’s work in Being and Nothingness, in 
which he conceives of the Other as an important part of our awareness of ourselves and of our 
immersive experience of being in the world. 
But the Other is the indispensable mediator between myself and me. I am ashamed of myself as I 
appear to the Other. By the mere appearance of the Other, I am put in the position of passing 
judgment on myself as on an object, for it is as an object that I appear to the Other. Yet this object 
which has appeared to the Other is not an empty image in the mind of another.94 
 
Thus, it is also partly from Sartre’s connection of objectification and shame in front of the other that 
I draw my notion of an ethical system. We are bound to the world and to Others by our own 
implication and situation in the world. In recognizing myself as an object in the Other’s presence, I 
find perceived limits and extensions of my action and of my own identity, as well as my 
responsibility towards others and their moral lives. It is my claim that an ethical system is the 
system in which intersubjective interaction operates between the self, the Other, objects, and the 
world. The self is shaped by the Other, and in turn, objects in the world, and the world itself as 
something shaped by all subjects that exist within it. There is not necessarily one singular ethical 
system, but many different, conglomerate communities that make up wider ethical systems. I might 
consider my participation in the philosophy community at the University of Queensland as being set 
against the backdrop of one specific ethical system which, in turn, makes up wider ethical systems 
both within local University, wider Australasian and global philosophy communities. A three-
person family unit can form an ethical system, and a thirty-person community of Sudanese 
immigrants can form an ethical system. Ethical systems are overlapping and fluid and can be 
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constituted from anywhere between two and 7.6 billion people. Intersubjectivity is a key component 
of ethical systems because, as Andrew Schaap, drawing on Charles Taylor, highlights, ‘individuals 
are dependent on their intersubjective relations with others for acquiring a sense of self.95 The way a 
subject perceives themselves is largely influenced by their positioning within an ethical system, and 
the way the Other responds to them and their presence within a system. 
 
To better situate my conception of ethical systems and intersubjectivity, let us now consider Kim 
Atkins’ work, which takes the notion of mutual vulnerability between friends, and looks at the way 
that human beings are situated within the world as intersubjective selves.96 To be clear, what is 
meant by the term ‘intersubjective selves’ is that some component of our constructed self is formed 
socially through the influence of others. Because of the intersubjective nature of selves, which 
comprise societies and communities, and thus nation-states, each person comes to trust the world at 
a basic level in order to understand it. A large portion of my own identity may rely on the 
experiences I have had as a situated being in the world, alongside other subjects or Others, and 
alongside objects that exist for me in the world. I take this experience as given and use it to inform 
my future projections and expectations of intersubjective experience in the world. In Merleau-
Pontian terms, we face towards the world, and this is a kind of trust, a kind of forward-facing 
thought. Atkins highlights: 
One's sense of self (and world) is collaborative, the coherence of which hinges on a certain 
constancy of persons to each other and their projects. As such, trust is a fundamental feature of 
selfhood. The importance of trust is starkly demonstrated in pathological situations, for example, 
psychosis or war where paranoia seriously impairs one's ability to set goals and pursue them, 
sometimes at a very basic level.97 
 
Thus, it is the presence of the Other, the world, and objects within the world that help to shape our 
own identities and conceptions of self. In thinking about the system of complex interactions and 
reactions between subject, object, Other and world, I conceive of the notion of an ethical system in 
which intersubjective selves are situated and embodied. Accordingly, each systemic action has an 
intersubjective cause and effect. No intersubjective entity is free from the constraints of oppression 
or domination, and interactions between subjects are influenced by these institutionalized harms. 
My conception of an ethical system aids our understanding of the notion of embodiment in relation 
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to my wider framework. Having considered the ways in which people are situated within the world, 
or rather, intersubjective selves within ethical systems, I now turn to a greater exposition of this 
trust attitude towards the world in order to build upon the notion of an ethical system and consider 
the ways in which the self and the Other exist within it.  
 
1.5 Trust, self-trust and pre-reflective trust 
To develop my framework further, I now turn to a consideration of trust and the role it plays within 
my framework. Trust is difficult to conceive of as an isolated topic, and only makes sense as a part 
of a system or as an attitude between subjects. Accordingly, in delineating trust, I talk about the 
notion of trust as being situated within the world, or within ethical systems. Trust, in my 
conception, is a large part of what binds ethical systems together and is fundamental to ideas about 
ethical restoration because when atrocities or oppression occur, one’s trust in the world is 
diminished. When trust in the world is breached on a large scale, as it was for many people during 
the Rwandan genocide for example, I theorize that the ethical system breaks down because so many 
of the selves situated within that ethical system are disillusioned with the way that the world comes 
to exist in the aftermath. Intersubjectivity may become more fragmented as a reflective response to 
the ways in which people experience themselves and the others around them. One’s world and one’s 
ethical system do not match the expectations one has, and I will explore breaches of trust in the 
world in chapter two.  
 
Presently, however, I turn to a baseline consideration of the ways in which trust and ethical systems 
are closely intertwined. On my view, people come to trust in the world to make sense of the world. 
My conception of trust is influenced by Annette Baier’s notion of trust, which entails vulnerability 
and reliance on other’s good will: 
Reasonable trust will require good grounds for such confidence in another's good will, or at least the 
absence of good grounds for expecting their ill will or indifference. Trust then… is accepted 
vulnerability to another's possible but not expected ill will (or lack of good will) toward one.98 
 
Trust is where I willingly make myself vulnerable towards another person or entity, in the spirit of 
intersubjectivity. I theorize that while it is common for one to perceive that another has good will 
toward another, trust between intersubjective selves does not necessarily have to be reciprocated. 
Most of the time, trust may be reciprocal, but we can easily think of cases where it may not be. This 
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means that I only need to perceive that you have good will towards me for me to trust you. The 
subject of trust is also an important facet, as Baier highlights with her analogy about a babysitter 
painting a nursery walls purple. While the babysitter may have good will toward the home’s 
owners, they may have breached trust by inappropriately gauging the objects of trust.99 Trust is also 
influenced by our aggregate experiences with others – for example, if we have experienced forms of 
violence we might be less trusting of strangers, or at least, of the person that committed the harm 
against us. What we perceive as a vulnerability changes depending on the kinds of experiences we 
have, which is part of why asymmetries of trust and distrust form. Indeed, asymmetries of distrust 
may even prove useful. It is possible that it is more optimal not to trust everyone. If we only trust a 
limited number of people, as opposed to a maximal number, our best interests may be better 
protected. In this sense, distrust serves to protect our vulnerabilities, just as appropriate trust does.  
 
In the context of ethical restoration then, citizens may have low trust in others due to a broken 
ethical system or an intersubjective experience where trust is broken more often than it is kept, and 
people do not feel comfortable demonstrating their vulnerabilities to others. I would like to stress 
that trust is an attitude towards the world based on these kinds of intersubjective experiences. It is 
useful to think about trust attitudes on a sort of scale, where one end represents total trust and the 
other end represents total distrust. As subjects in the world, we believe to varying extents that the 
Other, or Others, broadly have good will towards us. As a white woman living in a settler colonial 
country, it seems to me that most lack ill will towards me and may even have good will towards me. 
I might be the subject of misogyny, but aside from this it seems unlikely that I will be discriminated 
against based on my identity. Of course, this may not be the case; however, my trust attitude 
towards the world would be more towards the ‘trust’ end of the scale than the ‘distrust’ end of the 
scale, as most of my experiences have reflected the notion that the Other shares my best interests. If 
I was of another race, or if I were in a wheelchair, for example, I may experience greater 
discrimination because of the systematic failures of the wider ethical system and may therefore have 
a much less optimistic trust attitude towards the world. In this sense, trust attitudes are relative to 
the wider ethical system, and are central to my framework for ethical restoration. To build on this 
notion, let us now turn to a consideration of pre-reflective trust and self-trust in the work of Gry 
Ardal Printzlau, Trudy Govier and Fiona Utley. My conception of trust attitudes is influenced by 
Gry Ardal Printzlau’s conceptualization of ‘pre-reflective trust,’ which is: 
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A background feeling or attunement that grounds our lives… we are not conscious of it until it is 
broken. Pre-reflective trust does not, then, offer itself to cognition and is ultimately not experienced 
as long as it remains undisturbed.’100  
 
In this way, I argue that we have a kind of pre-reflective trust in the world and in our ethical 
systems until we are given a reason not to have it, as may be the case for many people in Rwanda, 
New Zealand and Australia, where historical injustices or mass atrocities have occurred, and where 
many perceive ill will towards them. Trust is contradictory on Merleau-Ponty’s view in that we 
need to trust Others because of our intersubjective nature, and yet, as selves we are never constant 
or fully knowable, being shaped by the social world (and in turn, the ethical system) in which we 
are embodied.101 In this way we are in constant flux as subjects, and so our trust attitudes are always 
changing, as we shift expectations according to the background of experiences we have. Each 
person’s memory bank of experiences is being constantly added to as they are embodied in the 
world, and so trust attitudes may change drastically across the course of a lifetime, particularly if 
one experiences a large-scale atrocity or injustice. To connect my conception of trust attitudes with 
the context of ethical restoration, I now turn to a consideration of Fiona Utley’s work on trust after 
violence. I also consider Trudy Govier’s work here, as both Utley and Govier highlight the 
importance of self-trust and autonomy in cases of trust attitudes after violence. 
 
In Govier’s work, ‘trust is a necessary feature of social life because we are interdependent: we have 
relationships with others whose future behavior we can neither predict nor control.’102 It is important 
to trust ourselves as it is important to trust Others, as all trust is intertwined with the experiences we 
have as embodied subjects. I highlighted Maldonado-Torres’ work earlier in this chapter, which 
identifies coloniality as a totalizing mode of the West that prioritizes mind over body, and relegates 
non-white, non-male persons to the category of the body.103 This is problematic because it affords 
certain groups, namely white cis-men, greater authority and social credit than other groups, who 
have been relegated to the status of the body, and who may be marginalized or considered unable to 
reason or rationalize for themselves. This in turn has created a power imbalance, and links back to 
Govier’s work in this section, as it ties self-trust, self-reliance, self-esteem and autonomy to 
marginalization and systematic violence. Govier affirms: 
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A person who is continually corrected, criticized, put down, or dismissed, who is frequently ignored 
and insulted, or who is a member of a demeaned and marginalized group will maintain self-esteem 
only with great determination and struggle.104 
 
It is thus likely to be difficult for those who have greater experiences of distrust, violence, or 
marginalization to trust the Other, and perhaps to trust themselves or their bodies, as this Western 
colonial tradition privileges some groups over others in connection with Otherness and an 
internalized form of shame as theorized chiefly by Fanon and Beauvoir. I now turn to a 
consideration of Fiona Utley’s ideas regarding self-trust, pre-reflective trust and violence to further 
explicate why these concepts are important in the context of this framework. 
  
In a paper on violence and relational existence, Utley explicates her notion of pre-reflective trust 
which also stems from the work of Merleau-Ponty.105 Violence, for Utley, is something that 
dislodges a person from their meaning of the world. After violence, or repeated violence, which we 
might conceive of here as non-physical systematic violence, direct physical violence or otherwise, a 
person’s capacity for trust changes. When we experience violence, we lose our capacity to trust in 
the world to the same extent because we lose some of our faith in our own ability to appropriately 
gauge trust.106 If we think about the way in which a subject’s conception of self is comprised by 
intersubjective experiences with the Other and the world they inhabit, the lack of faith in oneself is 
reflective of a lack of faith in Others and the world. It is therefore important that citizens not only 
trust Others, but also that they trust themselves and their abilities to appropriately gauge how much 
or how little they ought to trust Others in their ethical system. Ultimately, mistrust of one’s ethical 
system and mistrust of oneself as a subject are both problematic for ethical restoration. If an ethical 
system is broken down after historical injustice or mass oppression as citizens’ trust attitudes reflect 
their experiences of encapsulated interests, the rebuilding of these trust attitudes ought to be 
considered carefully if ethical systems are to be restored or repaired. Thus, the concepts of pre-
reflective trust and self-trust extend my framework for ethical restoration by helping us to 
comprehend the multitude of ways subjects in the world orient themselves towards that world and 
towards the Other.  
                                                 
104 Govier T. (1993) Self‐Trust, Autonomy, and Self‐Esteem. Hypatia 8: 99-120. 113 
105 Utley F. (2016) Violence and Relational Existence: its significance for our understanding of trust as fundamentally 
intercorporeal. Parrhesia: A Journal of Critical Philosophy 26: 194-213. 
106 Utley F. (2015) Violence and Relational Existence: its significance for our experience of confidence, self-trust and 
distrust. Australasian Society of Continental Philosophy Conference. Sydney. 
48 
 
1.6 Conclusion 
Throughout the four main sections of this chapter I have aimed at establishing some base definitions 
against a background of political, decolonial and feminist theory so that the following work on 
reconciliation is put into context. To begin, I drew upon the work of nonideal and feminist ethicist 
theory to determine the kind of moral framework this thesis will rest upon. I linked nonideal theory 
with a discussion of the differences between historical injustice and mass atrocity, and I explained 
domination and oppression in relation to Iris Marion Young's theory of justice in ‘The Five Faces of 
Oppression’. This theory establishes oppression and domination as two major categories of 
injustice, and in this way, violence can be interpreted in multiple forms. In Young's conception, 
justice is not exclusively distributive, as it may be in ideal theory, but instead, considers systemic 
conditions that enable or restrict action via capabilities. In other words, it is not just what you have, 
but rather, your access to freedom within certain oppressive structures, that determines your 
experience as an embodied subject. To reiterate: reconciliation is often conceived of as a way of 
restoring an ideal system of morality which may have never existed in the first place. I employ 
nonideal theory and absurdity to contend with this problematic view of reconciliation and will begin 
to unpack the Camusian component of this counterargument in the next chapter.  
 
Nonetheless, in section 1.2 I began to consider the role of coloniality and indeed colonization in the 
context of reconciliation, both in circumstances of mass atrocity and historical injustice. This work 
finds its roots in decolonial thinkers like Lewis Gordon and Nelson Maldonado-Torres, who all 
identify the same colonial thread in bringing about the kinds of oppressive circumstances that 
marginalize indigenous peoples across the globe. Coloniality is enormously problematic not only in 
that it causes these oppressive circumstances, but also in that it perpetuates its own interests by 
recursively permeating systematic conditions to disadvantage those that are already 
disproportionately disadvantaged, bringing about further oppression. Fanon's work on colonization 
builds upon existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre's thought surrounding subjectivity, and so later in this 
chapter I considered some of Sartre's work in Being and Nothingness on the look of the other, or the 
gaze. Feeling the gaze upon oneself is connected to shame, which can be racialized and gendered 
among other axes, as I elucidated at the end of section 1.2. Section 1.3 took up the task of defining 
what an ethical system is, and how it is related to the phenomenological concept of 
intersubjectivity. I invoked Margaret Urban Walker and Maurice Merleau-Ponty to establish a 
connection between intersubjectivity and morality and returned to Sartre in a second look at shame 
and the Other. Lastly, in section 1.4, I examined Kim Atkins and Annette Baier's work on trust and 
drew out their ideas about vulnerability and good will to define trust as well as trust in one's ethical 
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system and trust in oneself. Trudy Govier, Fiona Utley and Gry Ardal Printzlau reinforce these 
ideas to give rise to a conception of trust that is situated in the world, in multiple spatio-temporal 
subjects and locations. It is my hope that the elucidation of these concepts has set a scene against 
which I can now coherently project my theoretical framework, and so, let us now turn our attention 
to drawing a theory of reconciliation out of the work of Albert Camus in The Myth of Sisyphus in 
chapter two. 
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Chapter Two: 
A Camusian Ethic for Reconciliation 
 
In the previous chapter I established the role of nonideal theory in this thesis and drew upon 
feminist ethicist themes alongside other notions of trust, decoloniality, intersubjectivity and shame. 
This chapter builds on those themes, particularly those of trust and reconciliation, and introduces 
Albert Camus’s notion of the absurd, in order to carve a path forward for ethical restoration 
equipped to balance memory and healing within one framework. The Camusian absurd is a key 
component of my theory, as his work permeates the context of the thesis, and connects with ideas 
about grief, trauma and shame, strengthening my overall arguments in favor of reconciliation. To 
begin, in section 2.1, I give an exposition of Camus’s absurdist philosophy, connecting this work 
with previous writing on intersubjectivity and trauma in chapter one.  
 
In section 2.2 I begin to consider some of the implications of this absurdist view for reconciliation, 
which is a novel approach to transitional justice. I draw upon the work of Matthew Sharpe and Lana 
Starkey to establish a Camusian ethic for reconciliation, which is an attitude towards the world, or a 
way of doing ethics that I interpret from Camus’s work in The Myth of Sisyphus. Furthermore, I 
discuss the concept of the 'leap' in Camus’s writing, which I extend from this development of a 
Camusian ethic. I align reconciliation with absurdist revolt and offer some criticism of 
Kierkegaard's position in the matter. Section 2.3 considers pre-reflective trust and self-trust in 
relation to theories by Gry Ardal Printzlau, Fiona Utley, Annette Baier and Susan Brison. Broadly 
speaking, my view is that trust is grounded in intersubjectivity, and is shattered by violence. Grief is 
a natural response to trauma, and so in section 2.4 I use the work of John Bowlby and Carolyn Price 
to develop definitions for two phases of grief: anguished grief and desolate grief. I end the chapter 
with a short discussion of collective grief in relation to individual grief, in order to give context to 
the content that follows in chapter three.  
 
2.1 What is the Absurd? 
In order to develop a Camusian ethic for forgiveness and reconciliation in later sections of this 
chapter, and to demonstrate how this applies to both forgiveness and resentment in chapter three, it 
is necessary that I now explicate my reading of Camus’s absurd. Accordingly, this section will be 
devoted to developing an account of Camusian absurdity from which we can draw an ethic as a 
response to trauma, mass atrocity and historical injustice. In the preface to The Myth of Sisyphus, 
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Camus notes the historical context of his work ('amidst the French and European disaster'), and 
claims that his aim in the book was to show that 'even within the limits of nihilism it is possible to 
find the means to proceed beyond nihilism... it sums itself up for me as a lucid invitation to live and 
to create, in the very midst of the desert.'107 The Myth of Sisyphus was written as a response to 
trauma and conflict, as a means of offering an alternative to despair when faced with the complete 
incomprehensibility of the absurd. Camus’s desert is one’s ethical world after a period of conflict, 
where trust has been obliterated and the absurd beckons as a call to action. This may be why his 
work has such wide appeal, as there are many folks who feel a loss of trust in the world after a 
traumatic event. This is why I attempt to draw an ethic from his work, which is one of the more 
original elements of the thesis. 
 
Absurdity is a key component of this thesis, and is in many ways, the overwhelming void we are 
met with when we seek meaning or explanation for life’s purpose, for atrocity, for love, or for 
routine. Absurdity comes about when trust in the world is dismantled – perhaps via small, repeated 
traumas or through an immediate experience of violence. Many people across the world may have 
found themselves in this kind of position in the context Camus was writing, during and after the 
second world war amidst political conditions of uncertainty. Jean Améry, whose work I will 
connect with Camus’s in the following chapter, also writes a response to the trauma he experienced 
around the same time Camus was writing, as a survivor of Auschwitz. Trust in the world is lost 
when citizens experience a breakdown in their ethical systems. When trust in the world is lost, we 
grieve in some ways for that trust, no longer able to make sense of the world. Camus’s account of 
absurdity is useful in the context of reconciliation precisely because it contends with this kind of 
grief, or feeling of absurdity, particularly in post-atrocity contexts where people may feel an even 
stronger disconnect between the way they want the world to be, and the way the world is.  
 
In my conception, a Camusian ethic of absurdity offers a middle way between a disappointing 
world and a hope for an ideal one, and in this sense my adaptation of Camus’s work is a form of 
nonideal theory. While we might see the absurd as a desolate predicament, Camus’s writing 
demonstrates instead that it is a call to action, and an opportunity to exercise one’s revolt, freedom 
and passion, as I will demonstrate in section 2.2 with reference to Matthew Sharpe’s book, Camus, 
Philosophe. The Myth of Sisyphus offers a very flexible language for finding a response to one’s 
trauma in the face of absurdity. I follow Sharpe, along with Lana Starkey, in deriving an ethics from 
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Camus’s work, although I focus on The Myth of Sisyphus rather than The Rebel as many other 
scholars do. This ethic comes out of a response to absurdity, which I will now turn my attention to 
outlining. Camus’s aim in The Myth of Sisyphus is to consider whether life is worth living given 
that there may be no objective meaning, which I argue is felt strongly after mass atrocity or 
historical injustice. He starts out by writing famously that ‘there is but one truly serious 
philosophical problem and that is suicide.’108 It is via the notion of suicide that Camus arrives at the 
notion of the absurd. In Camusian terms, absurdity is ‘that divorce between the mind that desires 
and the world that disappoints, [one’s] nostalgia for unity, this fragmented universe and the 
contradiction that binds them together.’109  
 
To be sure, Camus conceptualizes absurdity as a phenomenon borne out of a wish for something to 
be a certain way, and the overwhelming indifference of the world to mold to our hopes and 
expectations, producing an absence of unity. The presence of the absurd presents with it an 
opportunity for an expression of one’s revolt, freedom and passion, and yet ‘the absurd does not 
liberate; it binds.’110 The absurd shows us our chains and calls for us to respond – it is the Greek 
hero Sisyphus being called back to the underworld by the Gods, and being presented with his 
boulder, as I will explain later in this chapter. To return to absurdity and its proper feeling, let us 
think about the absurd void and the ways in which it is created. There is struggling to be found in 
nearly every facet of human experience, which often invokes a sense of futility to vastly differing 
degrees. On a lesser scale, I might miss the last train home on a Tuesday night, but on a much 
greater scale, I might be unlucky enough to find myself the victim of a very serious and senseless 
crime, as philosopher Susan Brison was.111 Throughout this thesis I will refer to this sensation as the 
feeling of the absurd – a ‘confrontation of the irrational and the wild longing for clarity whose call 
echoes in the human heart.’112  
 
We expect those around us to behave a certain way and yet we are all fallible, intersubjective selves 
situated in ethical systems that are in a state of flux. Indeed, the very nature of injustice itself 
suggests that there is an absurd conflict: on the one hand, a conception of justice, and on the other 
hand, an injustice that defies the rule or expectation: it is a confrontation. There is something we 
expect or hope for, and yet a blinding absence of the fulfilment of that hope or expectation. We 
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might think about the absurd as a kind of feeling of injustice, or the realization that nothing is 
ethically forbidden, and so the only ethical question becomes our response to this absurdity. In 
cases like Rwanda and Australia where there has been a genocide, or at the very least, ‘genocidal 
moments,’ those citizens that have experienced the greatest injustices and losses of trust in the 
world may feel the vice-like grip of the absurd the most because of the sheer scale of injustice.113 
While the feeling of the absurd void may differ vastly in severity, the most privileged and the least 
privileged people in any given society are all likely to have some experience of the absurd in that 
everyone experiences some disappointment or discrepancy between the way they would like the 
world to be and the way the world answers them.  
 
To illuminate the notion of absurdity, Camus employs the Greek myth that the title of his essay 
refers to. Sisyphus, in Greek myths, is described as the 'wisest and most prudent of mortals,' or a 
highwayman, or both - either way, Camus writes that he '[sees] no contradiction in this.'114 Of 
course, Camus finds no contradiction because wealth, knowledge and status are not necessarily 
congruent, and an absurd hero may not necessarily value an ethic of quality over an ethic of 
quantity, an idea which I will explore in the following section. The reasons for Sisyphus' 
condemnation differ - Camus suggests that he stole the secrets of the gods, put Death in chains, and 
after testing his wife's love, found himself in the Underworld. He sought permission from Pluto to 
return to earth to chastise his wife and became an overstayer on this planet once seeing 'again the 
face of this world, [enjoying] water and sun, warm stones and the sea’ where after he ‘no longer 
wanted to go back to the infernal darkness.'115 According to Camus, the Gods were angry with 
Sisyphus, and called him many times to return to the Underworld. After many years of Sisyphus’s 
insolence, 'Mercury came and seized the impudent man by the collar and, snatching him from his 
joys, led him forcibly back to the underworld, where his rock was ready for him.'116 Sisyphus was 
thus condemned by the Gods to roll a large boulder up a hill for the rest of eternity. Each time he 
struggled towards the heights, of the hill, pushing his rock to the peak, his boulder would roll back 
down, rendering his efforts futile. As the Gods condemned him, Sisyphus was made to repeat this 
task for all eternity, and so this is how the absurd shows us our chains, as mentioned earlier in this 
section. Camus sees Sisyphus as returning down the mountain, having pushed his rock up only to 
watch it roll back down, as an ‘hour like a breathing-space which returns as surely as his suffering, 
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that is the hour of consciousness.’117 Sisyphus is ‘stronger than his rock’ because he pushes on and 
on forever, with that small hour of reprieve, despite the senselessness and absurdity of his eternal 
task. He knows he will not achieve his goal but strives determinedly towards it. Our absurd hero is 
shown futility and yet finds an opportunity for expression and joy: 
Happiness and the absurd are two sons of the same earth. They are inseparable. It would be a 
mistake to say that happiness necessarily springs from the absurd discovery. It happens as well that 
the feeling of the absurd springs from happiness… There is no sun without shadow, and it is 
essential to know the night. The absurd man says yes and his effort will henceforth be unceasing.118 
 
Happiness is thus not guaranteed by absurdity – indeed, in the following chapter I will outline Jean 
Améry’s response to absurdity, which was understandably not one in which he found happiness. 
Happiness remains as a possibility for those who choose to live without appeal, which entails living 
according to the kind of Camusian ethic I outline in the following section. Camus employs the tale 
of Sisyphus because he finds an important parallel with a form of common human experience. As 
elucidated earlier, there is no life without struggle, and Camus believes that we might draw meaning 
and satisfaction from living with purpose in light of this absurd toil. On my view, in contexts where 
historical injustice or mass atrocity has occurred, the struggle is greater, and the absurd void that 
opens is wider, proportionate to trauma and experiences of oppression or adversity.  Nonetheless, to 
continue developing this Camusian ethic for reconciliation, Camus complains that ‘we get into the 
habit of living before acquiring the habit of thinking.’119 As Sisyphus was dismayed to discover after 
ignoring the calls of the gods, earthly life is finite, and it is certain that everyone will be confronted 
with death. It is easy to squander one’s life without considering how one ought to create meaning 
for oneself; ‘everyone lives as if no one “knew.” This is because in reality there is no experience of 
death.’120 Sisyphus had his time on earth and defied the Gods by overstaying his welcome amongst 
the sand and warm stones.121 In being condemned to his boulder, Sisyphus is forced to confront the 
absurd anew at every push he makes up the hill. Indeed, the absurd is a confrontation that 
challenges us to defy it. We either meet the challenge in an act of Camusian revolt, or leap in an 
attempt to elude the confronting reality of death. To keep the absurd alive, the only option, Camus 
thinks, is to exercise revolt, freedom and passion.122 Staying lucid is important because it enables us 
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to find a meaningful path forward after encountering the absurd. In the context of an atrocity, this 
might mean resisting the temptation to forget and put the past behind us, instead holding on to the 
memory of trauma and pain and toiling forth like Sisyphus with one’s own tragedy in mind. I will 
argue that this response is what constitutes a Camusian ethic of reconciliation, and now turn my 
attention to elucidating this absurd ethic in the following section by contrasting lucidity with the 
‘leap’ in the following section. 
 
2.2 Lucidity, the Leap, and a Camusian Ethic 
What kind of ethical attitude then, might the absurd heroine take up? I argue that the Camusian 
ethic might help to guide our ethics, particularly from the perspective of the settler, in these 
complex spaces of precarity.123 As Sharpe writes in drawing an ethic from Camus, the absurd ‘gives 
us three answers: the first, an attitude of revolt, the second, a species of freedom, and the third, a 
kind of quantitative ethic (to live as much of life as one can).’124 Sisyphus revolts against his 
condition by making his fate his own and is free in his constant consideration and redefinition of his 
task. He recognizes his limits, and lives by an ethic of quantity, passionately extracting the most 
living out of his futile and absurd predicament. It is my argument that these three components 
constitute an appropriate approach to reconciliation, and in speaking of ‘lucidity,’ or of ‘living 
without appeal,’ I speak of an ethical attitude towards the absurdity of historical injustice and mass 
atrocity that entails this conscious choice attitude of revolt, freedom and passion. It is taking up the 
‘marvelous wager:’ 
Is one going to die, escape by the leap, rebuild a mansion of ideas and forms to one's own scale? Is 
one on the contrary going to take up the heartrending and marvelous wager of the absurd? Let's make 
a final effort in this regard and draw all our conclusions. The body, affection, creation, action, human 
nobility will then resume their places in this mad world. At last man will again find there the wine of 
the absurd and the bread of indifference on which he feeds his greatness.125 
 
On my reading, which is a creative derivation of Camus’s writings in The Myth of Sisyphus, to be 
lucid in the context of reconciliation is to find meaning by struggling against the absurd 
predicament one finds oneself in after historical injustice or mass atrocity. As Sharpe highlights, 
‘far from robbing life of meaning, Camus’s [suggests] that it is only through confronting the truth of 
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our limited condition without such veils that “the body, creation, action, [and] human nobility will 
resume their places.”’126 In other words, meeting absurdity is to see the futility and meaninglessness 
inherent in an absurd universe, and yet by confronting that absurdity directly with an attitude of 
lucidity and a Camusian ethic, one might challenge the breakdown of ethical systems and work on 
improving people’s trust in the world so that they may lead optimal lives despite the chasm that has 
opened up between them and the outside world. In Camus we find both an ethic of solidarity, and an 
ethic of quantity over an ethic of quality – the former is clearly identified by Matthew Sharpe in The 
Rebel, and the latter in The Myth of Sisyphus, which Lana Starkey draws out in her paper on Camus 
and the ethic of quantity.127128 As Sharpe stresses, what we can derive from the absurdist 
philosopher’s writing is ‘an ethics grounded in human fallibility, a solidarity in the “error and 
aberration” that besets a finite creature for whom all such absolving perspectives, so highly 
desirable, are unavailable.’129 The only reliable experience we have is precisely that constant 
experience is unreliable, and to be human is to share in this fact. As I am chiefly concerned with 
what we can deduce from The Myth of Sisyphus, I will focus on Camus’s ethic of quantity, as an 
expression of one’s revolt, freedom and passion, particularly in the context of reconciliation. I argue 
that the ethic of quantity is important in this context because it pertains to the attitude of lucidity 
and demands a passionate and mindful response to the horrors of injustice and atrocity. Starkey 
writes: 
Contained in [Camusian] freedom is a passion to exhaust everything that is given in the present 
moment. Camus distinguishes between the best living and the most living… and argues that the 
absurd demands the latter. This affirmation of the “most” over the “best” living is a consequence of 
the absurd individual’s freedom from an objective future and objective rules that ascribe a value to 
action with reference to something outside the present.130 
 
Sisyphus is an absurd hero because he finds joy in repeating his futile task, fully in realization of its 
ineffectuality. He wrings from each moment a pleasure in repetition. In considering the Greek myth, 
we find that Sisyphean revolt ‘reveals the happiness which stems from complete honesty in the face 
of despair,’ and so in responding to absurdity with a passionate attitude of revolt, the absurd hero 
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exercises their freedom while simultaneously recognizing and accepting the limits of that 
freedom.131 After mass atrocity or historical injustice, objectivity and meaning have been destroyed, 
and so all that is given is the present and the absurd conditions which bind us. By taking up an ethic 
of quantity, the absurd hero vows to exhaust the conditions of possibility like Sisyphus by 
remaining lucid and taking mindful, repeated steps to push one’s boulder up the hill. Nonetheless, 
as Sharpe highlights, ‘the “freedom” that interests Camus is not ontological or necessarily given: it 
is a spiritual attribute to be contingently, ethically won by specific human beings.’132 Absurdity 
presents an opportunity for us to exercise this freedom, and part of the ethic of quantity entails a 
world of many possibilities to find meaning by becoming free in choosing our response. If 
Rousseau’s man is in chains, Camus’s absurd hero finds her freedom in them. To revolt in this 
Sisyphean sense is thus to challenge and to strive to act thoughtfully and with great intentionality 
despite the limits of a world that will never be perfectly just or reconciled. Living passionately and 
lucidly within the limits is what gives one’s life meaning, particularly where we find ourselves amid 
the hopelessness of a broken ethical system. Camus writes: 
To abolish conscious revolt is to elude the problem… Living is keeping the absurd alive. Keeping it 
alive is, above all, contemplating it… one of the only coherent philosophical positions is thus revolt. 
It is a constant confrontation between [humanity and] obscurity. It is an insistence upon an 
impossible transparency. It challenges the world anew every second.’133 
 
Conscious revolt or lucid awareness are a form of authentic ethical movement that contrasts directly 
with what I will refer to here as Camusian suicide. As Matthew Sharpe puts it, ‘suicide, either by 
physical act or through acceptance of an absolute rationalism or irrationalism involves for Camus a 
kind of ethically compromising “repudiation.” What remains this side of any such repudiation, for 
Camus, is a difficult spiritual denouement.’134 The repudiation that Sharpe invokes is a kind of 
denial of absurdity. To commit ‘suicide’ is to commit an intellectual kind of philosophical or 
religious suicide, or to literally commit physical suicide – all three are attempts to evade the absurd, 
according to Camus’s philosophy. I will consider Jankélévitch and Améry’s responses to absurdity 
in these absurdist terms in the next chapter. Nonetheless, reflection and contemplation enable one to 
confront the absurd rather than making a false leap to a logic derived from living as if one did not 
know about death. Camus argues that such a leap is problematic, because in living with appeal, one 
risks living an empty life, devoid of meaningful action and meaningful time that values 
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appropriately human possibility. To live with appeal is ‘to die, escape by the leap.’135 If we were to 
live infinitely, living with appeal may not be such a poor choice of ethical movement; however, on 
the absurdist view, death is a book-end that gives one cause to exhaust human possibility. Each 
person has a limited time on earth, just as Sisyphus has a limited realm of possibility regarding his 
boulder, and so to optimize one’s life within its limits, I argue that one ought to adopt a Camusian 
ethic of rebellion, striving to engage in the ‘most living’ rather than the ‘best living:’ 
If I convince myself that this life has no other aspect than that of the absurd, if I feel that its whole 
equilibrium depends on that perpetual opposition between my conscious revolt and the darkness in 
which it struggles, if I admit that my freedom has no meaning except in relation to its limited fate, 
then I must say that what counts is not the best living but the most living.136 
 
Surely there is no struggle that brings about the feeling of absurdity more clearly than the 
impossible struggle towards ethical restoration. A broken ethical system does not spring suddenly 
into being; rather, a broken ethical system is the result of a highly complex, multifaceted and 
intertwined series of events, relationships, institutions and systems. Just as the broken ethical 
system does not spring into being, a repaired ethical system does not either. Instead, the repair of an 
ethical system comes about with small, aggregate actions and events, so that people within the 
system slowly learn to trust in each other and in their ethical system again. I conceive broadly that 
we are bound to others in our ethical systems in recognizing that all humans share in the same fate, 
and that the less fragmented one’s ethical system is, the greater the opportunity for the ‘most’ 
living. As I argued in the previous chapter, an ethical system is the system in which intersubjective 
interaction operates between the self, the Other, objects, and the world. Our lives are given meaning 
only in the context of intersubjectivity, as we relate to each other and define ourselves by our 
situation between other intersubjective selves across the backgrounds of different ethical systems.  
 
In the previous chapter I argued in line with Iris Marion Young’s writings that ‘injustice refers 
primarily to two forms of disabling constraints, oppression and domination,’ and it is not only 
distributive restriction that limits those in oppressive circumstances, but the very processes that 
govern distribution; ‘decision-making procedures, division of labor, and culture.’137 If we are to act 
in line with an ethic of quantity, surely we will act in a way that enables those around us to enjoy 
the same capabilities, maximizing the opportunities of all those around us. One’s own capacity for 
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the most living is increased when the ethical system in which one lives is more just, and where we 
are amongst intersubjective peers who also enjoy similar capabilities. Indeed, our limits are 
expanded by the solidarity we find in acting with regard for others, and in recognizing the blind 
injustice in the world, and in holding on to trauma, we remember how and why we must act. When 
one takes a leap by forgetting the horrors of the past, one risks taking up an ethic of quality over an 
ethic of quantity, which is a false totem, as quality loses a great deal of meaning when objectivity is 
destroyed and values outside of one’s limits no longer exist. It is at the very core of capitalism that 
we find an appeal to the ‘best living,’ which is both contrary to the ‘most living,’ and a promise 
which necessarily excludes some from enjoying the fruits of their labor so that it might be 
distributed among the few. When we ascribe an unreasonably high value to the kinds of riches that 
capitalism promises, we subscribe to an ideology that is fundamentally at odds with the flourishing 
of all human beings. The value of material wealth is often based on the notion of having more than 
others or having something that other people do not have at all. This is the allure of capital, and the 
kind of thinking that prevents unity and togetherness. If we appeal to the best living, it is possible 
that we might forget our shared humanity, instead focusing on what we perceive as ‘the best for me’ 
rather than ‘the best for us all.’ As Starkey highlights, Camus advocates the most living over the 
best living in deducing ‘the absurd individual’s freedom from an objective future and objective 
rules that ascribe a value to action with reference to something outside the present.’138 
 
The Sisyphean boulder is bigger for those tasked with the difficulty of living after they have 
experienced distress, particularly in cases of historical injustice or mass oppression. Nonetheless, 
Camus criticizes other thinkers for ‘leaping,’ saying that Kierkegaard leaps to God, and that ‘living 
is keeping the absurd alive.’139 I see a unity between Camus, Derrida and Kierkegaard in that they all 
recognize paradox, impossibility and absurdity. However, Camus and Derrida do not leap as 
Kierkegaard does. While Kierkegaard begins by taking up the marvelous wager, he ultimately picks 
suicide, whereas Derrida and Camus build uncertainty and absurdity into their philosophies. To be 
sure, there is suicide (actual, philosophical, religious or otherwise) and there is struggle in the face 
of the absurdity of human existence. Actual suicide is literal suicide, where one chooses to end 
one’s own life. Philosophical suicide and religious suicide for Camus, are forms of suicide in which 
the absurd void is evaded in a more emotional, logical or spiritual way. To leap philosophically or 
religiously in Camusian terms is to flee the challenge of the absurd. Instead of placing our hope in a 
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god, or in a different philosophical conclusion, it is important to meet the absurd. To be clear, I will 
deal with concrete iterations of the ‘leap’ in the next chapter in a discussion on the work of Jean 
Améry and Vladimir Jankélévitch’s work. For now, I consider Camus’s criticism of Kierkegaard in 
his perceived leap, in order to define precisely what a leap constitutes and why. I follow Camus in 
claiming that Kierkegaard’s leap to God is a leap towards philosophical or religious suicide. In 
considering the work of the Danish thinker, the absurdist speaks positively of Kierkegaard in his 
encounter with the absurd: 
Kierkegaard, for a part of his existence at least, does more than discover the absurd, he lives it... [he] 
makes sure in the beginning that no truth is absolute or can render satisfactory an existence that is 
impossible in itself…. On the contrary, he awakens it and, in the desperate joy of a man crucified 
and happy to be so, he builds up piece by piece—lucidity, refusal, make believe—a category of the 
man possessed.140 
 
The ‘man possessed’ is Camus’s absurd hero, and Kierkegaard in some sense exemplifies this 
caricature in his lucidity and refusal to leap in the face of that sickness unto death, or rather, the 
feeling of absurdity. His extensive writings under various pseudonyms document Kierkegaard’s 
inner turmoil, and the pages he dedicates to despair over the forgiveness of sin demonstrate the 
particular concern he has with forgiveness. I will consider forgiveness, resentment and the leap in 
chapter three, and give further context to Camus’s criticism of Kierkegaard, but for now, I relate 
Kierkegaard’s obsession with forgiveness and self-forgiveness to a Camusian preoccupation with 
leaping – Camus asks us whether life is worth living; Kierkegaard asks us whether we will accept 
the forgiveness of God. It is the same question in different terms. In the Sickness unto Death, 
Kierkegaard finds Camus’s absurd void: ‘as a sinner [one] is separated from God by a yawning 
qualitative abyss.’141 To accept forgiveness in Kierkegaard’s terms is to leap to God, and this is 
where Kierkegaard strays from Camus’s perceived path of the absurd hero. Kierkegaard’s choice is 
different from Camus’s because the Danish thinker chooses to live with appeal to an objectivity 
outside of his realm of possibility.  
 
As James Podmore elucidates, that infinite qualitative abyss is the contradiction ‘between self-
forgiveness and divine forgiveness (between human impossibility and the sacred possibility of 
acceptance),’ and this absurd void, at least on Kierkegaard’s account, ‘asserts that the self should 
accept the forgiveness which, by ensuing from the divine Other, exceeds and transcends the self’s 
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introspective capacities for self-diagnosis and even despair.’142 Kierkegaard meets the abyss, 
struggling lucidly in spite of it, and then chooses to make a leap. He succumbs and confesses, rather 
than keeping the absurd alive in conscious revolt. In Camus’s own words, ‘the very thing that led to 
despair of the meaning and depth of this life now gives it its truth and its clarity.’143 In this sense to 
leap is to make an inauthentic movement in line with the best living rather than the most living – 
Kierkegaard leaps into that yawning qualitative abyss to soothe his existential angst, believing 
against the evidence and the limitations of his knowledge and his predicament, and yet Sisyphus 
manages to find joy in the repeated futility of his task. In my conception, both Camus and Derrida 
find this kind of joy in a repeated task, acknowledging impossibility and refusing to leap towards an 
objective truth. They are lucid in that they see both the madness and pragmatism of recognizing the 
flame, but not running into the fire, as Kierkegaard does. The aim is to hold the tension of the 
impossibility, rather than trying to leap towards something that will quiet one’s uneasiness with 
absurdity. 
 
In reconciliatory terms, to leap is to live without contemplation or conscious revolt, which may 
entail several choices, for example, living in a way that passively perpetuates historical injustice, 
actively harms others, or prevents reconciliation. I relate this back to the earlier discussion on Iris 
Marion Young and collective structural harms. If we continue to indulge normative capitalist 
desires without being mindful or reflecting of the absurd condition that these desires have created 
for us, we fail to lucidly recognize the ways in which our small actions may be collectively causing 
harm towards others. In contrast, revolt may be as small as recycling a shampoo bottle, calling a 
friend out for using a homophobic slur, or signing a petition; it may be as broad as choosing to run 
for parliament, volunteering as a counsellor in a war-torn country, or working for the international 
criminal court. This pertains to the ethic of quantity because it involves living passionately, with the 
limits of one’s condition and the limits of one’s world after historical injustice in mind. In 
reconciliation, conscious acts towards a more just ethical system in which all humans can flourish 
are the kinds of actions that constitute revolt and lucidity. I will discuss the consequences of a 
Camusian ethic further in chapter three – presently I will draw a thread between trust and absurdity 
through a discussion of trauma in the following section. 
  
                                                 
142 Podmore SD. (2009) Kierkegaard as Physician of the Soul: On Self-forgiveness and Despair. Journal of Psychology 
and Theology 37: 174-185. 
143 Camus A. (1975) The Myth of Sisyphus, Middlesex: Penguin Books. 40 
62 
 
2.3 Trust, Trauma and Absurdity 
Having explicated what a Camusian ethic might look like for reconciliation in the previous two 
sections, I now turn to a consideration of trust and trust-building in relation to trauma and absurdity. 
This section will build upon the framework developed thus far by incorporating political 
philosophy, moral psychology and ethics, particularly the writings of Gry Ardal Printzlau, Fiona 
Utley, Annette Baier and Susan Brison, to conceptualize my account of trauma and intersubjectivity 
as it relates to reconciliation and the absurd. I am chiefly concerned with two forms of trust in this 
thesis, which are pre-reflective trust and self-trust. I will define both conceptions of trust, and 
connect them throughout with ethical restoration, absurdity and trauma. To begin, pre-reflective 
trust is different from other forms of trust, (for example self-trust, which I will explicate shortly), in 
that it is an immediate, implicit stance toward the world, particularly for those who have not 
experienced great trauma. It can be broken by small, repeated experiences of trauma, or by larger 
and more unusual acts of violence, for example a mugging, a rape, or a murder.  
 
In writing about ‘pre-reflective trust’ among other trust forms, I refer to the work of Gry Ardal 
Printzlau, whose research on the phenomenology of trust has helped to guide my framework. For 
Printzlau, pre-reflective trust ‘is pervasive, unreflected, and immediate… Pre-reflective trust is a 
background feeling or attunement that grounds our lives, and we are not conscious of it until it is 
broken.’144 Pre-reflective trust is broken when it is called into question, and in this sense, those that 
have a great deal of trust in the world may not even be conscious of their trust at all. For example, 
someone who has lived in a small, tight-knit community might discover their pre-reflective trust is 
broken when they move to a big city and are mugged on the street. On my view, this form of trust 
operates in a similar way to the development of the absurd feeling. For Camus, the feeling of 
absurdity can strike a person out of weariness: 
It happens that the stage-sets collapse. Rising, tram, four hours in the office or factory, meal, tram, 
four hours of work, meal, sleep and Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday, 
according to the same rhythm… But one day the 'why' arises and everything begins in that weariness 
tinged with amazement… Weariness… inaugurates the impulse of consciousness… What follows is 
the gradual return into the chain or it is the definitive awakening. At the end of the awakening 
comes, in time, the consequence: suicide or recovery.145 
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I argue that a form of Camus’s existential break in consciousness may also be brought about by a 
break in pre-reflective trust. In a 2018 paper, Printzlau captures what I interpret as a version of this 
absurdist break in consciousness, where survivors of trauma report a ‘diminished sense of reality.’146 
Printzlau sees this change in consciousness as being ‘bound up with the loss of pre-reflective 
intersubjective connectedness.’147 Each person is an intersubjective self, comprised partly of their 
ethical system and the people and objects around them. Because we are rooted in this 
intersubjectivity, a breach of pre-reflective trust diminishes our very sense of reality and shatters the 
suspended sense of interconnectedness we hold between ourselves and others, and between the 
ethical worlds in which we operate. This conception of broken pre-reflective trust can be extended 
to governments and institutions and impacts people on an interpersonal level.  
 
In the context of contemporary Australia, Indigenous peoples living in Australia have been treated 
abysmally by successive Australian governments, and the historical injustice and trauma caused by 
this horrific treatment has, understandably, impacted quality of life for many. This is reflected in 
human flourishing statistics – higher rates of family violence, the higher rates of psychological 
distress, the juvenile imprisonment rates amongst Torres Strait Islander and Aboriginal peoples – 
these statistics mean that not all people living in Australia, whether they be of Aboriginal, 
Caucasian, Torres Strait Islander or other descent, have the same access to equal basic liberties.148 I 
argue that because of this reduced access to capabilities, it may be the case that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples living in Australia are unlikely to have the same kind of pre-reflective 
trust in the world that white Australians do because of the systematic oppression and race-based 
discrimination they are likely to experience, which is a direct result of many previous years of 
historical injustice at the hand of the Australian government. There is a great deal of evidence to 
support this claim, as I will discuss in chapter four; however, I call upon this example now to 
demonstrate the ways in which losses of trust in institutions can be a part of one’s loss of trust in 
one’s ethical system. Presently, however, let us think about the ways in which the absurd relates to 
this loss of pre-reflective trust in the world.  
 
I argue that the loss of self-trust, like pre-reflective trust, is deeply intertwined with intersubjectivity 
and ethical systems. I have outlined the ways in which we have trust in the world without 
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necessarily being conscious of this trust. A loss of pre-reflective trust is caused by an existential 
break in consciousness, which may be triggered by a great act of violence, or by small, repeated 
experiences of violence. To be clear, self-trust is the belief that one has appropriately gauged the 
extent to which they can trust in the world, and trust in the intersubjective others that occupy one’s 
ethical system. In this sense, self-trust is a form of meta-trust in that it is trust in one’s own 
appropriate trust of others. If pre-reflective trust is trust turned outwards, self-trust is trust turned 
inwards. A loss of self-trust then, may be a part of a loss of pre-reflective trust, and so to emphasize 
the significance of this loss, we shall think about the way a person who experiences violence may 
experience the world before and after violence.  
 
Let us now consider the narrative of Susan Brison, an academic philosopher who was the victim of 
a truly horrific crime. She writes in her book Aftermath of a day in France in 1990. Brison, out on a 
walk, was very brutally beaten and raped, and while she survived the ordeal physically, the mental 
trauma of the event understandably stayed with her and had a devastating impact on Brison’s life.149 
In a review of the book, Soran Reader writes: 
For in the end, the book includes not just the terrible assault on Brison, but the suicide of her brother, 
the barely reported murder of two black PhD students at Dartmouth, and the murder just as 
Aftermath was completed, of Brison’s mentor—someone who had given her hope to continue her 
career. We are forced, in the face of these sparely narrated further shocks, to face the fact that there 
is never just one trauma. Rather, trauma is all around us, all the time. In extremis all our narratives of 
self give out, ‘meaning flows away like blood,’ and all that is left is human, animal life with its push 
and pull of despair and hope.150 
 
Reader’s sentiment echoes with the Camusian logic of the absurd. When Brison writes that 
‘meaning flows away like blood,’ we are made to understand the absolute shattering of suspended 
intersubjectivity that occurs when one experiences the kind of violent act that Brison was so deeply 
unfortunate to suffer.151 An enormous amount of both self-trust and pre-reflective trust is breached 
on every occasion in which the world and the intersubjective selves within one’s ethical system 
fragment trust in the world. Because we are all intersubjective, fallible selves – Brison’s brother, the 
two black PhD students and her mentor – each of the people that existed in Brison’s world are 
comprised in some very small way of each other. Brison’s expectations of the world were entirely 
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rational: that she would not be attacked or raped, and that devastating harm would not come to her 
family or to the colleagues she shared her ethical system with.  
 
The world around the philosopher failed to meet her expectations or the trust she held, and therefore 
the chasm of the absurd was violently exposed for Brison in 1990 when she was so viciously 
attacked. The chasm between the way we believe or wish our ethical system to be, and the way our 
ethical system is, perfectly captures the notion of the absurd. Although Brison may be a relatively 
privileged citizen, her world, her ethical system, and her intersubjective sense of self were all 
ruthlessly changed by her traumatic experience. Her pre-reflective trust in the world was destroyed, 
and as Brison herself writes, ‘many survivors of traumatic events have reported that their selves 
were shattered by the trauma. Survivors of Nazi death camps have said that they died in the camps, 
war veterans have remarked that they lost themselves in battle, and rape victims have written of 
missing their lost selves.’152 Jean Améry’s experience as a survivor of Auschwitz may have 
destroyed his pre-reflective trust in the world, and I will explore the severe impact that this had on 
his outlook in chapter three. What is common to these experiences is the damage to one’s 
immediate sense of self in conjunction with immediate physical violence.  
 
I argue that this kind of human rights-based violation of pre-reflective trust is often paralleled by the 
loss of self-trust. Many citizens may broadly trust others to treat them well – not to harm them 
physically, verbally or otherwise. They may trust governments to do the same – for all others to 
respect one’s basic human rights and personhood. When this belief is violated, we not only 
experience a loss of trust in others for breaching this trust, but we also experience a loss of self-
trust, as Fiona Utley argues, in that we no longer believe that we can measure appropriate levels of 
trust.153 Our previous belief that we knew what was in our own best interests, and could seek that out 
and judge that appropriately, is shattered, and so we must revisit our basic understandings not only 
of the world, but also of ourselves. Violence may come in many forms – it may indeed be an 
experience of violent rape, as in Brison’s experience. However, it is my claim that systemic 
violence and repeated discrimination on the basis of arbitrary markers like race or gender, are 
experiences of violence in themselves, not least because they impact our self-worth and our self-
trust.  
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These forms of violence are breaches of human rights, as all human beings ought to be free to lead 
lives without oppression, as I discussed in chapter one with an exploration of Iris Marion Young’s 
conception of justice. Nonetheless, according to Utley, violence dislodges a person from their 
meaning of the world.154 I connect this loss of meaning in Utley’s conception back to the Camusian 
notion of meaninglessness and the rise of the absurd void. When there is no objective meaning, that 
is when we are most likely leap or make the choice to live without appeal. Throughout this thesis, I 
argue that the most optimal answer is living without appeal, by a Camusian ethic of revolt, freedom 
and passion, and that we ought to struggle towards repair and reconciliation, even though it may be 
exceedingly difficult, cumbersome and even impossible. Once we experience the loss of pre-
reflective trust, or self-trust as a parallel to pre-reflective trust, we move through stages of grief 
which run parallel to the reconciliation process. I have chosen here to focus on grief because in my 
conception, it maps neatly with Camus’ absurdity and contains many of the other kinds of emotions 
that we might associate with injustice. Grief can be both an emotion and a process of healing, while 
depression, hopelessness, alienation or anger may feasibly be a part of this grieving process, just as 
they may be a part of the feeling of the absurd. While the focus remains on grief, there is still some 
exploration of other emotions throughout this thesis, for example, resentment, as considered by both 
Mihaela Mihai and Jean Améry, in chapter three. Nonetheless, to begin, there is anguished grief, 
then desolate grief, and lastly, forgiveness, or full reconciliation. I will argue for the former two 
stages in the following sections, and focus on forgiveness, which comprises a large part of this 
thesis, in the third chapter. 
 
In my conception, choosing to undertake a path of reconciliation as a response to trauma after or 
during grief, is an act committed according to a Camusian ethic. Reconciliation may come in many 
shapes or forms and may not fit conventional definitions in Western political philosophy. On the 
other hand, to commit a form of suicide after a loss of trust, whether it be self-trust or pre-reflective 
trust, might be to live in despair – to rescind into oneself, believing that no one can ever be trusted 
again. It is also deeply unfortunate that those who are more marginalized tend to be at much higher 
risk for actual suicide or psychological distress. For example, in a 2016 study on the mental 
wellbeing of transgender folk:  
Thirty-nine percent of respondents said they had experienced ‘serious psychological distress’ in the 
past year, compared with 5% of Americans. Forty percent of those surveyed said they had attempted 
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suicide in their life, almost nine times the US overall attempted suicide rate. Seven percent said they 
had made an attempt within the last year, more than 10 times the national prevalence.155 
 
This information is deeply upsetting and reflects the enormous importance of improving the status 
of our 2SLGBTQ+ communities. I theorize that in accordance with the higher prevalence of suicide 
in marginalized populations, Camus’s absurd predicament rings true. Perhaps those who experience 
greater personal trauma and greater discrimination are more likely to see the absurd void in this 
Camusian light, as I argue that it is a breakdown of trust in the world that leads us to an extreme 
form of the Camusian predicament. Nonetheless, the next step after a break in trust, an experience 
of violence, or the feeling of trauma, is usually grief. Having considered the ways in which 
intersubjective selves experience trauma and breaks in existential consciousness, I now wish to 
expand my work on Camusian absurdity and reconciliation to a discussion of grief and absurdity in 
the following section. 
 
2.4 Grief and Absurdity 
I have thus far developed a Camusian ethic for reconciliation by establishing an account of 
absurdity, contemplating what constitutes a leap and what constitutes Camusian revolt, then moving 
to a consideration of pre-reflective trust and self-trust as per Gry Ardal Printzlau, Fiona Utley and 
Susan Brison. After an existential break in consciousness, the absurd void is visible, and pre-
reflective trust is broken down. In my conception, grief is a natural response to the absurd 
experience. It is the mourning of something that cannot be brought back; ‘the mind that desires and 
the world that disappoints.’156 We ultimately trust in a world that will likely let us down because, as 
explicated in the previous chapter, unreliability is the only reliable consistency in intersubjectivity. 
In this sense, perhaps we allow for and even expect a certain amount of disappointment to protect 
this intersubjectivity. This section will be dedicated to an exploration of grief responses to the 
absurd predicament, and I establish a three-tier model of grief leading to reconciliation via John 
Bowlby’s work on attachment theory. Following both Bowlby and Carolyn Price, the first stage of 
grief is anguished grief, which often then moves to a secondary stage of desolate grief. 
Reconciliation follows these two stages of grief, and this may encompass forgiveness. However, as 
I will argue in the following chapter, forgiveness is not a necessary component of reconciliation. 
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In grief, we mourn not only for our loved ones, as intersubjective parts of the ethical system that 
comprises us and that we in turn comprise, but we also mourn a way of being which eludes us 
because that previous time is outside of our reach. Grief invokes the absurd because it is created by 
a void where we wish very ardently for something that is completely unavailable to us – perhaps 
family members lost in a conflict or through human rights abuses, grief for a way of life or a time 
before atrocity, or simply grief for a more just and perfect ethical system. In reconciliation, we 
acknowledge that we cannot return to what was, but in grief we may have not yet accepted these 
terms. On my view, grief impacts not only the individual to whom the violent act was done, but the 
wider community in which the violence occurred. For example, the violent murder of a woman in a 
local park may trigger a community grief response, even in those who may have never known the 
victim. As intersubjective beings, this grief stems from the recognition of a shared local ethical 
system, and from a breakdown in pre-reflective trust in that community ethical system. Donald 
Gustafson breaks grief down into logical terms in his 1989 paper on the subject: ‘(G) Grief is a 
belief (of the form "that P") and attendant feelings… and a desire (of the form "that not-P"), in a 
whole psychological context.’157  In other words, Gustafson conceives of grief as a belief that 
something has happened, and a desire for that something not to have happened. 
 
Accordingly, grief is a response to the destruction of pre-reflective trust and self-trust, and the 
incompatibility between what our minds desire and the ways in which our worlds have disappointed 
us. As Carolyn Price notes, ‘grief has sometimes been conceptualized as an illness or disorder—a 
dysfunctional and painful syndrome from which the bereaved should be helped to recover as 
quickly as possible.’158 I do not wish to advance this view, and maintain that grief is a natural and 
healthy process that cannot be hurried. Forgiveness may be similar in the sense that it cannot be 
hurried or forced either, as I will discuss in the following chapter. Nevertheless, grief is central to 
the framework of this thesis because it is an essential feature of the process of reconciliation. Mass 
atrocity and historical injustice are both traumatic experiences for many if not most of the people of 
the countries they occur in, and it is important that groups of people show respect for one another 
and governments show respect toward their people through facilitating state grieving processes and 
providing support mechanisms for people to process their trauma.  
 
Working towards the most optimal ethical systems possible within nonideal conditions is important 
because these ethical systems are the backdrop against which people define themselves. Part of why 
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grief is so difficult is because of this connection to the ethical system and its role in our own 
identities as intersubjective subjects. To illustrate the kinds of different spaces that grief might 
occupy, we might think about the case of the Rwandan genocide: grief is not necessarily exclusively 
person-to-person grief, but a larger series of griefs: grief for the community, grief for friends and 
neighbors, grief for the desolation of the state, and most collectively, grieving for a way the 
Rwandan world or ethical system was before the genocide. This enormous series of ‘not-P’s, in 
Gustafson’s terminology, is overwhelming and gives us insight into the enormity of the Rwandan 
experience of the absurd, as well as some more clear-cut notions of how we might apply theories of 
grief to a wider reconciliatory experience. 
 
Contrary to what Gustafson and Price argue, to mourn the previous world where certain people 
existed, or where the world was a certain way is not irrational, as I argue that instead it is a-
rational.159 Trauma and grief occupy a space outside of rationality, as it is not feasible that we can 
anticipate the act itself or its impact. A Camusian ethic may indeed aid in the struggle towards the 
repair of our trust and self-trust. Price suggests that ‘grief involves at least two different kinds of sad 
emotion,’ and refers to these two stages as anguish and desolation, which she takes from John 
Bowlby’s account of grief.160 Bowlby lists four phases of grief. Admittedly these phases are not 
clear cut, and any one individual may oscillate for a time back and forth between any two of them, 
yet an overall sequence can be discerned. The four phases are as follows: 
1. Phase of numbing that usually lasts from a few hours to a week and may be interrupted 
by outbursts of extremely intense distress and/or anger. 
2. Phase of yearning and searching for the lost figure lasting some months and sometimes 
for years. 
3. Phase of disorganization and despair. 
4. Phase of greater or less degree of reorganization.161 
 
Carolyn Price divides Bowlby’s phases into two, using ‘anguish’ to talk about the ‘searching’ stage 
of Bowlby’s grief description, and ‘desolation’ to talk about the despairing description of grief in 
his work.162 I will here adopt Price’s terminology; however, I will set aside her discussion of the 
irrationality of grief because for Price and Gustafson, it seems that the irrationality poses a logical 
problem. On my view, grief, like forgiveness, is extraordinary, and cannot be explained in the same 
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terms as usual phenomena. Grief is not irrational but a-rational, aligning with absurd logic and 
Derridean paradox, as I will demonstrate in the next chapter. Nevertheless, I will adapt both Price 
and Bowlby’s work, considering the first and second phases to be compounded into ‘anguished 
grief,’ with disorganization and despair as a second stage, and reorganization as the third phase of 
full reconciliation, which may also include forgiveness.  
 
In my adoptive definition, anguished grief is the first stage of grief, and is comprised of Bowlby’s 
two stages, which may encompass ‘numbing,’ ‘extremely intense distress and/or anger' and 
'yearning and searching for the lost figure’.163 I compound the two stages along with Price because a 
person might oscillate between a wide spectrum of anguished emotions in response to trauma. 
Anguished grief is the first and most immediate way in which trauma is processed, and so people 
may be restless, feel numb or empty, or be sorrowful or hysterical. They may be in denial about the 
traumatic event, may blame themselves, feel intense emotional distress, and have difficulty 
functioning at their usual every day capacity. Anguished grief may be the most difficult to deal 
with, as the distress we feel is likely to be the most intense with the event fresh in our minds, raw 
and unprocessed. Camus writes ‘at any street corner the feeling of absurdity can strike [anyone] in 
the face.’164 I argue that this is the way that anguished grief is often experienced, particularly when 
one tries to resume one’s normal activities shortly after a hugely traumatic event. The reminder of 
the loss, of the fragmented ethical system, of the shattering of suspended intersubjectivity, 
overwhelms the griever with anguished emotion.  
 
Bowlby himself suggests that ‘in bereaved people whose mourning runs a healthy course the urge to 
search and recover, often intense in the early weeks and months, diminishes gradually over time. … 
some willingly fall in with it, others seek to stifle it as irrational and absurd.’165 It is difficult to make 
sense of a desire for things to return to the way they were, when it is impossible to restore the 
previous world, and this is where the absurdity and perceived irrationality stems from. This 
anguished feeling may last a long time, perhaps even years, and the term ‘prolonged grief disorder’ 
has been coined, which involves longer-term grieving, particularly in contexts where mass atrocity 
has taken place.166 On my view, anguished grief, where our trauma is incomprehensible to us, gives 
way to desolate grief, which is a second form of despondent grief in which the subject begins to 
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come to terms with the traumatic event. The phase of desolate grief may be less intense or less 
emotionally turbulent than anguished grief, and can be characterized by withdrawal, despair, 
disorganization, lethargy, and reflection.167 According to Price, ‘desolation involves the recognition 
that the subject’s loss cannot be repaired,’ and I map this notion of desolate grief onto my Camusian 
ethic of reconciliation. If anguished grief is a heavy emotional response, a direct reply to the trauma 
and incomprehensibility of the absurd void, then desolate grief is an opportune phase in which one 
makes a choice about how to continue their life after their ethical system has been fractured. 
Bowlby writes that ‘for mourning to have a favorable outcome it appears to be necessary for a 
bereaved person to endure [anguished grief.]’168 Following this: 
Only if [they] can tolerate the pining, the more or less conscious searching, the seemingly endless 
examination of how and why the loss occurred, and anger at anyone who might have been 
responsible, not sparing even the dead person, can [they] come gradually to recognize and accept 
that the loss is in truth permanent and that [one’s] life must be shaped anew.169 
 
Bowlby speaks to the necessity of ridding oneself of ‘old patterns of thinking, feeling and acting 
before new ones can be fashioned,’ and I argue that this is a part of desolate grief.170 Indeed, a part 
of desolate grief entails the recognition that things have changed, and demands that a new way of 
being in the world be developed by the bereaved. They are presented with their Sisyphean boulder 
and find their challenge in the wake of their existential break in consciousness. Camus writes: 
This hell of the present is [their] Kingdom at last. All problems recover their sharp edge. Abstract 
evidence retreats before the poetry of forms and colors. Spiritual conflicts become embodied and 
return to the abject and magnificent shelter of [one’s] heart. None of them is settled. But all are 
transfigured. Is one going to die, escape by the leap, rebuild a mansion of ideas and forms to one's 
own scale? Is one on the contrary going to take up the heartrending and marvelous wager of the 
absurd?171 
 
Desolate grief is the secondary stage of grief before reconciliation, forgiveness, or repair. It is a 
checkpoint before the next choice – to leap or to revolt? I will explore what constitutes leap or 
revolt in the context of reconciliation in the following chapter, but for now, I wish to contextualize 
these notions of grief by calling upon the experience of a Rwandan woman named Annonciata 
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Mukanyonga, who is interviewed in Anne Aghion’s documentary, My Neighbor My Killer. 
Mukanyonga says of her experience of the genocide: 
What can I do about it now? just seeing them sickens me…. everyone was fleeing and dying alone... 
when I had nowhere left to turn, I returned to perish. That's when they killed my children, even the 
baby off my back. They said leave her, she is sadness incarnate. She will die of sorrow.172 
 
Mukanyonga’s tone coveys a strong sense of grief, and it seems clear that she still carries deep 
wounds. Throughout the interview she begins sentences and trails off, not finishing them or 
changing the subject as she grapples to stay composed while telling her story. There may be 
elements of both desolate grief and anguished grief in Mukanyonga’s response – we can hear 
anguish when she says, despairingly, ‘what can I do about it now?’ and dejection as she goes on to 
tell the rest of her story. It is an enormously distressing story, and the events that took place during 
the Rwandan genocide are not the kind that anyone could foreseeably expect on a personal scale. 
No one could have prepared those that experienced the genocide for the atrocity and the trauma that 
it caused. Mukanyonga may be yearning for a world in which her children had not been killed – she 
was deeply sorrowful when the tragic event took place, to the point of incomprehension. Now that 
time has passed, Annonciata may have come to terms with the event more clearly, and like Améry, 
may now move into a second stage of desolate grief in her despair and acceptance of the situation, 
where we might perhaps see her anger and her reflection. The absurd void for Mukanyonga is the 
gap between a rational world in which her children were still alive, and the world that she has been 
met with after the genocide. Her response to this absurdity supports my thesis that anguished grief 
gives way to desolate grief. 
 
The Rwandan ethical system has failed Annonciata in that she expected to live in a world where her 
children would not be harmed, and yet they were harmed grievously. Annonciata also expresses 
hope that she might find justice at the Gacaca courts, where her children’s killer will be put on trial 
after being released from prison.173 The Gacaca courts are essentially community courts, where the 
community gathers together in a kind of outdoor courtroom arrangement, and could perhaps be 
considered a form of Camusian revolt in the context of reconciliation, as the community attempts to 
forge a way forward in light of what has happened.174 To reiterate, when an ethical system is 
compromised, a part of ourselves may also be compromised, and so coming together as a 
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community to resolve this helps to repair the compromised parts of ourselves, others, and our 
communities that make up the wider ethical system. 
 
And so it is that we have these three stages – anguished grief, where the immediate response is 
sorrow and total incomprehension, then desolate grief, where we reflect upon our sorrow, and then 
the third stage – reconciliation, which will bring us in the following chapter to forgiveness. 
However, before moving to the third chapter of this thesis, I wish to further consider two modes of 
grieving – collective grief and individual grief. It is important to acknowledge that not all people 
and communities grieve in the same way, and so, it is my aim to contrast individualistic methods of 
grieving with communal forms of grief. I define individual grief as the kind of trauma processing 
that a person does alone, or with their immediate family or partner. This form of grief concerns the 
reactions a person has on an individual level, mostly in private. Individual grief is often less 
organized than collective grief and may occur in many different ways – for example, a person might 
sit in their room, feeling numb in a state of anguished grief after receiving traumatic news. This 
form of grief may be expressed in an outburst of anger, or it might involve a sort of desolate grief 
experienced in counselling or psychotherapy. Individual grief may be more common because it is 
felt immediately and presently and does not require the conditional presence of other people to 
happen.  
 
Collective grief, on the other hand, is wider community or even state-level grief, which usually has 
a more public element, and may be more ritualistic in that more members of a community come 
together for a grieving event. We might think about funerals, memorials, or commemoration 
ceremonies in this case. It is important to allow people to grieve in ways which they feel they are 
best able to, as greater damage can be done on interpersonal and cultural levels by refusing people 
the right to grieve as they wish to. The importance of collective grief for the Yolngu peoples in the 
Australian context is communicated by elder Djambawa Marawili from Arnhem Land:  
The whole community gets together and shares that sorrow within the whole community… We have 
to cry, in sorrow, share our grief by crying and that’s how we break that [grief], by sharing together 
as a community. This is an important aspect of our culture… We go there to meet people and to 
share our sorrows and the white way of living in the town is breaking our culture.175 
 
                                                 
175 Olive N. (1997) Karijini Mirlimirli: Aboriginal Histories from the Pilbara: Fremantle Arts Centre Press. 126 
74 
 
This is a form of collective grief and while rituals and cultural practices of peoples in Arnhem Land 
are particular, the experience and importance of collective grief may be more universal. In the 
context of Rwanda, there is a mourning week every year, and a genocide commemoration is held. 
At this event, ‘scores of Rwandans erupt… unstrung by grief, convulsed and thrashing when anyone 
comes near to soothe or subdue them, including, at the stadium, yellow-vested trauma teams who 
carry them out, bucking and still screaming.’176 The horrors experienced by those living in Rwanda 
at the time of the Rwandan genocide are incomprehensible. As the memory of the event is shared by 
so many Rwandans, and as the event informs the intersubjective makeup of Rwanda’s ethical 
system, grieving together may help to process the trauma caused by the atrocity. It is important to 
recognize the differences between collective and individual grief, in addition to anguished and 
desolate grief. With this distinction in mind, we come to our conclusion.  
 
2.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter I sought to lay some further groundwork for the major theoretical components of this 
thesis, particularly pertaining to Albert Camus’s work in The Myth of Sisyphus in relation to 
reconciliation and trust. In my view, Camus’s caricature of the Sisyphean story lends itself well to 
the language of reconciliation, providing a model for the absurd heroine to move forward from. 
Camus wrote his work on absurdity with the context of the Second World War in mind, which 
means that his ideas surrounding absurdity and the feeling of futility after injustice apply well to 
similar situations in which there has been mass atrocity or historical injustice. In my view, the 
absurd is a kind of call to action, and asks us whether we will leap or take up the marvelous wager. 
Taking up the wager, in my view, is employing a Camusian ethic, and so in the following section, I 
drew upon Matthew Sharpe and Lana Starkey's work to develop my own Camusian ethic for 
reconciliation, which you may recall entails an ethic of quantity over an ethic of quality. The 
struggle to stay lucid entails this kind of an ethic, along with freedom and revolt, which one ought 
to take up as a response to absurdity instead of suicide. Kierkegaard chooses a form of 
philosophical or religious suicide, and Camus criticizes him for it, which I outlined later in this 
section to demonstrate the alternative to taking up the wager. Nonetheless, the Camusian ethic also 
takes into consideration the finitude of life, which creates a sort of solidarity between people, to 
which I connect intersubjectivity and the interrelation between subjects in ethical systems. This 
connection also pertains to my previous work in chapter one, where I discussed Iris Marion 
                                                 
176 Gourevitch P. (2014) Remembering in Rwanda. Available at: 
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/04/21/remembering-in-rwanda. 
75 
 
Young’s work to argue for a capabilities approach to oppression and domination. Nonetheless, the 
only constant and reliable experience we can have as humans is that of human fallibility, and so we 
are prone to having trust breached. I conceptualize these ideas surrounding trust and 
intersubjectivity in the following section via Gry Ardal Printzlau's conception of pre-reflective trust, 
and through work by Susan Brison from which I define self-trust. In section 2.4 I employed the 
work of Carolyn Price and John Bowlby in establishing the first two stages of grief: anguished grief 
and desolate grief. These two stages of grief are, of course, deeply painful, and while anguished 
grief is a period of enormous feeling and despair, desolate grief brings the grieving subject to a 
checkpoint from which they can choose to leap or revolt. I give these two stages of grief context by 
discussing them in relation to the experience of Annonciata, a woman from an Aghion film who 
endures enormous trauma and grief. I conceptualize reconciliation as the stage that follows 
anguished grief, which I will discuss in chapter three. After these discussions, I briefly 
distinguished collective grief and individual grief, which presently brings us to a discussion of 
forgiveness and resentment in chapter three.  
  
76 
 
Chapter Three: 
Forgiveness and Resentment 
 
In chapter two I made a case for what I call a ‘Camusian ethic,’ which entails a certain attitude 
towards the world which enables one to contend lucidly with the challenges of reconciliation. I also 
offered a discussion of trust and self-trust, which was rounded out with some definitional work 
surrounding anguished and desolate grief. I open this chapter by giving a thorough definition of 
what forgiveness is in the context of my theory and connect that conception to the Camusian ethic 
developed in the previous chapter in section 3.2. This section also details what lucidity and revolt 
might constitute, or rather, the ways in which reconciliation and a Camusian ethic might be 
compatible with forgiveness, in contrast with what a leap might look like. I employ the work of 
Kierkegaard and the testimony of Holocaust survivor Eva Moses Kor to demonstrate this 
connection, and in section 3.3 move to a consideration of resentment as a part of the same 
Camusian ethic. My discussion surrounding resentment focusses chiefly on the resentment held by 
Jean Améry and Vladimir Jankélévitch, along with some considerations by Mihaela Mihai and 
Thomas Brudholm. Further to this I make some speculation around the kinds of resentment that 
might constitute a leap or an act of revolt, which brings me to section 3.4. In this final section, I 
connect trust restoration with trauma and the Camusian ethic by making some concrete suggestions 
surrounding what reconciliation might entail after mass atrocity or historical injustice. 
 
3.1 Forgiveness and Absurdity 
Forgiveness is a major component of this thesis, and a large portion of the previous chapter 
surrounded a discussion of a Camusian ethic for reconciliation, part of which might concern 
forgiveness, and part of which might concern resentment. I also used the work of John Bowlby and 
Carolyn Price to give definitions of both anguished grief and desolate grief, noting that forgiveness 
may be a third and final part of reconciliation. In the later part of section 2.2 I examined 
Kierkegaard’s acceptance of divine forgiveness, then Camus’s own critique of Kierkegaard’s 
position. I also referred in later sections to Jean Améry, whose resentment indicates an alternative to 
forgiveness, and whose work I will detail in the following section on resentment. To be clear, 
forgiveness is not something that can be urged or coerced, which is why reconciliation may never 
be complete. Resentment is also a likely result of historical injustice or mass atrocity and may 
constitute a Camusian ethic or approach to life after injustice. I will expand this notion in the 
77 
 
following section – for now, let us consider forgiveness as a wider concept in the framework of this 
thesis, then in relation to a Camusian ethic in the section that follows. 
 
My conception of forgiveness fits neatly with the concept of Camusian absurdity and is derived 
from the work of Jacques Derrida. As Derrida himself points out, 'forgiveness is often confounded... 
with related themes: excuse, regret, amnesty, prescription, etc.’177 In moral and political philosophy 
literature, forgiveness is almost always treated as though it is the appropriate outcome of a set of 
normative moral prescriptions. This view is at odds with a Camusian ethic because it enables us to 
instead go through the motions without properly reflecting upon our circumstances or engaging 
with the reality of absurdity. In this sense, my work on forgiveness is in the same school of nonideal 
theory as Alison Jaggar, Margaret Urban Walker and Claudia Card’s work, because it aims to 
contend with the challenges that real-world problems pose, rather than developing a tidy conception 
of forgiveness for a utopic world. For Vladimir Jankélévitch, whose work I will draw upon in the 
following section on resentment, there is a certain logic to forgiveness, and it is of this normative 
kind which is criticized by Derrida: 
I… contest this conditional logic of the exchange, this presupposition, so widespread, according to 
which forgiveness can only be considered on the condition that it be asked, in the course of a scene 
of repentance attesting at once to the consciousness of the fault, the transformation of the guilty, and 
the at least implicit obligation to do everything to avoid the return of evil. There is here an economic 
transaction which, at the same time, confirms and contradicts the Abrahamic tradition of which we 
are speaking.178 
 
For Derrida, forgiveness is not genuine forgiveness if there are conditions or a logic of exchange 
attached to it. My conception of forgiveness is sympathetic towards Derrida’s, and I argue 
accordingly that forgiveness is a gift in the true etymological sense of the word – something given 
from one person to another wholly without condition or expectation. Applying conditional logic to 
forgiveness is thus problematic because it sets a series of conditions and expectations around a 
phenomenon that quite literally requires that there are no conditions and expectations. Science-
based research into forgiveness seems to be particularly susceptible to this mistake in the highly 
clinical manner in which it treats enormously emotive and philosophical concepts. In a paper 
considering the forgiving acts of Eva Moses Kor, a Holocaust survivor known famously for her 
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forgiveness, authors Shira Diamond and Natti Ronel highlight the positive psychological outcomes 
of forgiveness: 
Forgiveness can be effective in helping to reduce anger, stress, and despair and in cultivating an 
overall sense of well-being following painful interpersonal treatment. The healing effects of 
forgiveness have been shown to extend even beyond personal happiness, health, and well-being, to a 
deeper sense of coherence, wholeness, and integration of the self. Moreover, studies have 
demonstrated that forgiveness may result in lower levels of posttraumatic stress and psychiatric 
morbidity.179  
 
To take this view is to imply a series of ideal and sterile end-goals which ignores the intrinsic value 
of human beings and treats them as means to an end, rather than as ends in themselves. This is not 
to say that this research is redundant – rather the claim that the treatment of forgiveness as an 
‘effective’ way to mitigate certain mental health or wellbeing outcomes is a misguided one. In my 
view, the Camusian ethic is so appealing because it avoids falling prey to this fault, implying 
instead that we ought to find meaning in the struggle to stay lucid in a disappointing world.180 
Victims of unforgivable acts must be empowered to make their own decisions rather than pressured 
to succumb to some emotional, moral or political end-goal, and finding reasons for them to forgive 
or to refuse adds a layer of unnecessary stress. Arguing that we should forgive because it is good for 
our well-being misses the point of forgiveness entirely, and this example illustrates the extent to 
which I agree with Derrida that conditional forgiveness is not forgiveness at all. Forgiveness, like a 
gift, cannot be a part of a wider end-goal or economic transaction. Forgiveness expects nothing in 
return and is a graceful act on the part of the forgiver. Derrida thinks that ‘[forgiveness] should 
remain exceptional and extraordinary, in the face of the impossible: as if it interrupted the ordinary 
course of historical temporality.’181 This is because forgiveness is a pure, paradoxical act, and cannot 
be conjured by a government, institution, or even a practitioner, in the hope of achieving 
instantaneous peace or moving towards a quick reconciliation. It is the sheer impossibility of 
forgiveness that makes it so extraordinary. Marguerite La Caze supports the notion of forgiveness 
as discretionary, and writes that: 
Apologies are (or can be) public acts whereas forgiveness is essentially personal… Although 
forgiveness cannot be expected, it is possible to progress toward reconciliation, if reconciliation is 
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properly understood as a willingness to work together without a presumption of having overcome the 
past, rather than as necessarily involving forgiveness… An apology is an important feature of 
reconciliation, along with practical measures to overcome past oppression and injustice. The lack of 
generosity in refusals to apologize tends to obstruct the reconciliation process and make the 
possibility of loving forgiveness very remote. This lack of recognition of past injustice is like a tear 
in ethical and political life.182 
 
It is thus centrally important that forgiveness not be conflated with reconciliation. Reconciliation by 
nature is a long and complex process, and thus, is important to focus on the location of moral 
agency to avoid this trap. Governments, or institutions like truth commissions are not appropriate 
moral agents for actively invoking collective forgiving, as they are not in receipt of the harm 
performed by perpetrators. Ensuring that moral agency is located primarily with victims ensures 
that governments or truth commissions are unable to declare perpetrators of atrocity or injustice as 
forgiven on behalf of marginalized peoples. In forgiving a group of people on behalf of another 
group of people, the ‘forgiving’ agent makes at least two errors – firstly in their removal of agency 
from those who have been wronged, and secondly in that forgiveness cannot be a part of a wider 
end-goal or economic transaction. Janna Thompson summarizes the conditionality of forgiveness 
perfectly: ‘true forgiveness, like true giving, is an unconditional act offered without considering the 
cost or whether the recipient merits the act, and without consideration of how he/she will 
respond.’183 For proper forgiveness to occur, the correct moral agency must be at play, and this 
incorrect location of moral agency coupled with a failure to adequately consider the voices of 
victims makes government appropriation of victim’s agency inappropriate on more than one level. 
Thompson also highlights that this unintelligibility is compounded by the end-goal of reconciliation 
on the part of the government, and of this, Derrida says that the purest form of forgiveness is 
‘forgiveness without power: unconditional but without sovereignty.’184 In other words, forgiveness 
forwarded or urged by governments is often both conditional and with sovereignty, and so, these 
forms of forgiveness are not forms of pure forgiveness at all.  
 
In her article on Derrida and the ‘moral force of the impossible,’ Thompson comes to a similar 
conclusion to both Améry and Derrida, and I agree with her that it is precisely the impossible nature 
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of forgiveness that gives it its force. In reconciliation we cannot return to a prior, idealized state of 
affairs, and must hold this tension in our hearts, recognizing the injustice where appropriate. She 
writes of the Germans: 
The proper response is not for them to reconcile themselves to the existence of this impossibility, to 
turn away, and to get on with their lives with the satisfaction that they have done what is possible 
(even if that were so). Rather, it is to keep the memory of the injustices alive, to reflect on them, to 
feel melancholy. Nothing will undo the wrongs of the past, bring back the dead, or enable survivors 
to show their respect for them. But they can at least continue to remember the injustices and the 
dead185 
 
After mass atrocity or historical injustice, it is important to keep the memory of that injustice alive 
and reflect on these memories in order to pave a way forward, so that it never happens again. The 
impossibility of a utopia, of forgiveness, of perfect justice, is precisely what makes the pursuit of 
justice worth the struggle. For Derrida, forgiveness ‘must plunge, but lucidly, into the night of the 
unintelligible.’186 In saying this, he refers to the extraordinary nature of forgiveness, which is to say 
that it is only unforgivable acts that are truly able to be forgiven. This concept is key to my notion 
of forgiveness. In chapter two I focused on Bowlby and Price’s work on grief, which demonstrates 
that grief arises when we wish for something to exist for us and yet we experience trauma when met 
with the non-existence of that something.187 Forgiveness often comes after grief but requires an 
extraordinary movement – a graceful and forgiving response to a violent and unforgiveable action. 
Accordingly, only truly unforgiveable acts are worthy of forgiveness. To illustrate the paradox, 
consider this – I knock a tray out of your hands and your drink spills all over the floor. I might 
exclaim to you that I am sorry, and you might say that you forgive me. This is the type of act that is 
forgivable – and therefore not worthy of forgiveness. Let us now consider this first example against 
a second – your partner has an affair with one of your close friends without your knowledge for 
many years. This is an example of an act that we might consider truly unforgivable – and 
accordingly, this unforgivability is what gives forgiveness its place in the night of the unintelligible.  
 
Only acts that are collectively deemed morally severe are the kinds of acts that we deem 
unforgivable, and yet, it is only the morally severe acts that are capable or worthy of pure 
forgiveness. This paradox is part of what makes forgiveness impossible. In thinking about the world 
                                                 
185 Thompson J. (2010) Is Apology a Sorry Affair? Derrida and the Moral Force of the Impossible. The Philosophical 
Forum 41: 259-274. 273 
186 Derrida J. (2001) On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, New York: Routledge. 49 
187 Price C. (2010) The Rationality of Grief. Inquiry 53: 20-39. 
81 
 
as background, as ethical system, that gap between the way the world is, and the way we want the 
world to be opens up as an absurd void. In being betrayed by a friend or loved one we experience 
the feeling of the absurd very intensely. We lose our trust in the world because the experience we 
have does not match with the experience we expected of our friends, of our loved ones, and 
therefore of the wider ethical system that these experiences and relationships inform. That gap is 
what upsets us so deeply and informs the need for forgiveness. This entails overcoming that gap via 
a form of Camusian struggle, perhaps through forgiveness or resentment. The path chosen is not as 
significant as the ethic that guides it; the important thing, in Camus’s words, is ‘to remain on that 
dizzying crest – that is integrity and the rest is subterfuge.’188 
 
To return the abstract notions of forgiveness and the absurd in relation to the contexts at hand, what 
makes a crime unforgivable pertains to whether that crime fits the criteria of either a mass atrocity 
or a historical injustice. There may be other crimes that constitute the unforgivable, for example, we 
might ask ourselves whether producing and supplying amphetamines is the kind of act that entails 
unforgivability. Alternatively, we might think about an isolated murder by a victim’s neighbor, or 
the burglary of a bank. In any case, we shall consider, for the purposes of this thesis, that what 
makes a crime unforgivable is its ability to transform a person’s trust in the world and in their 
ethical system. This applies more clearly in the case of a mass atrocity, which as we explored 
earlier, may be defined by a series of war crimes, a genocide or other crimes against humanity.189 
The large number of intentional crimes and acts that make up a genocide, for example, are all likely 
to be considered unforgivable acts. In the case of historical injustice, however, the violence is not 
necessarily immediately identifiable as an act or even as a physical act at all, particularly where the 
use of political maneuvering or heavy use of propaganda are at play as they may have been during 
the Rwandan genocide. This makes it more difficult to pin down specific acts in the case of 
historical injustice, however, individuals are likely to have experiences of oppression and it is the 
wider oppression itself that makes reconciliation necessary and forgiveness valuable in considering 
restoration.  
 
While my conception of forgiveness follows Derrida’s in these ways, my notion is different from 
Derrida’s in that there are some conditions that could contribute towards the outcome of legitimate 
forgiveness, despite there being no obligation for the victim to forgive, or for the perpetrator to be 
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forgiven by them. To reiterate, I do not wish to claim that there are necessary conditions for 
forgiveness, but instead, acknowledge that there are some ways in which forgiveness is aided by 
certain reconciliatory actions. As Marguerite La Caze expresses, Derrida’s ‘characterization of true 
or pure forgiveness as forgiveness of the unforgivable and its functioning as a necessary, underlying 
ideal or limit implies that victims should forgive, and moreover, that they should do so without 
demanding and receiving an apology.’190 In making claims about forgiveness without political end-
goals, it may be the case that Derrida’s notion of forgiveness implies its own set of problematic 
conditions for victims by implying that they ought to forgive without prerequisites. My own 
account of forgiveness aims to avoid this by finding its basis in a Camusian ethic, and grounds 
forgiveness in a certain attitude towards the world, along the lines of nonideal theory, rather than 
making hard normative prescriptions. This instead places the emphasis on one’s approach to 
absurdity, trauma and meaninglessness in line with a feminist ethic, rather than on one’s action as 
an outcome of that approach. Derrida is also critical of reconciliation attempts, and the role of 
forgiveness in political contexts: 
Each time forgiveness is at the service of a finality, be it noble and spiritual (atonement or 
redemption, reconciliation, salvation), each time that it aims to re-establish a normality (social, 
national, political, psychological) by a work of mourning, by some therapy or ecology of memory, 
then the 'forgiveness' is not pure - nor is its concept.’191 
 
To reiterate, while I do not endorse a conditional set of normative prescriptions for forgiveness, I 
disagree with Derrida in his claim that the purity of forgiveness is inherently reduced when it is 
linked with reconciliation at all – this view seems to me rather strong, and as he says himself, 'there 
is only forgiveness...where there is the unforgiveable,’ both of which are bound to be moral or 
political in context.192 Reconciliation is a separate matter from forgiveness, and could require 
personal or political apology in that ethical restoration is often amongst its end goals. It seems to me 
that Derrida, at least to some extent, willfully conflates forgiveness and reconciliation, in order to 
make a point about the legitimacy of political forgiveness on behalf of a group of victims. My view 
nonetheless aligns with Derrida in that he conceptualizes forgiveness as an absurd act, saying that 
'forgiveness is mad, and [it] must remain a madness of the impossible.'193  However, the alignment 
does not extend to forgiveness being tainted by reconciliatory efforts. Forgiveness and 
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reconciliation sit in the same universe quite comfortably, but this does not entail a necessary 
connection between them. Forgiveness might be aided by reconciliatory actions like apology or 
compensation – but I do not claim that forgiveness has necessary conditions that can be 
methodically worked through in order to arrive at an end-point. Jankélévitch too draws upon the 
idea that forgiveness entails something extraordinary, something that overcomes unusual 
ontological wickedness, and yet unforgiveable acts conceptually remain. To some degree I share in 
his notion that ‘forgiveness can forgive only that for which there has been no expiation, 
compensation, or atonement,’ however do not maintain that this is the only way for forgiveness to 
be offered.194 Instead, it is my argument that it might be possible to arrive at forgiveness after these 
gestures, however they are not necessary for true forgiveness. 
 
To be sure, in my conception forgiveness and reconciliation are situated side by side, rather than as 
necessary components of one another. A refusal to forgive is of course incompatible with 
forgiveness, however, the refusal is not necessarily incompatible with reconciliation. Linda Radzik 
highlights this compatibility, noting that it is entirely feasible that victims might trust those that 
have harmed them, and yet maintain their refusal to forgive, as a method of preserving one’s sense 
of self-respect or justice.195 Reconciliation is the process of restoring or re-settling, often after mass 
atrocity, and may entail apology, atonement or reparation on the part of the wrongdoer. The victim 
is not required to forgive for society to continue to function, and indeed, if this was a condition, the 
demand for forgiveness would not really be true forgiveness at all (as true forgiveness is without 
condition). Reconciliation and forgiveness are thus not mutually inclusive, and it is important to 
highlight this so as not to conflate the two. In saying this, reconciliation is not particularly likely 
without forgiveness, which is why it may take years and generations for full reconciliation to occur, 
if it occurs at all. Having explored what forgiveness is and is not in the context of reconciliation, I 
now turn to expanding this definition to the Camusian ethic outlined in the previous chapter. 
 
3.2 Forgiveness and Revolt 
In chapter two I outlined the kind of attitude that constitutes a Camusian ethic, which offers a 
realistic path towards reconciliation without making the kinds of inflexible utopic prescriptions that 
an ideal theory for ethical restoration is in danger of offering. The Camusian ethic aims to resist 
coercing or advising survivors of mass atrocity or historical injustice, instead providing a way of 
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approaching the world in which one’s intersubjective selfhood along with one’s decision to resent 
or forgive are respected. All that is required is that one remains lucid, reflecting and confronting 
absurdity with a Sisyphean attitude of revolt, encapsulating both one’s freedom and passion. As I 
will demonstrate throughout sections 3.2 and 3.3, it is tempting to leap towards a form of suicide – 
as both Kierkegaard and Jean Améry ultimately did. Lucidity instead demands that the challenge is 
met and re-met again and again, just as Sisyphus pushed his boulder up the hill over and over. Mass 
atrocity and historical injustice are likely to demonstrate an ethical wasteland, in which meaning 
and objectivity are no longer, and this is what gives rise to the feeling of absurdity.196 On a 
Camusian conception, there are two outcomes of this challenge – either one revolts, or one leaps. I 
argue that both forgiveness and resentment are compatible with an attitude of revolt, and similarly, 
both are compatible with giving up, or with leaping. If one leaps, one does not take up the 
‘marvelous wager,’ instead, choosing a form of suicide that Camus denounces.197  
 
Throughout this section I will focus on a consideration of forgiveness and revolt, further 
considering Kierkegaard’s leap as outlined in chapter two, and discussing the forgiving attitude of 
Holocaust survivor Eva Kor. To reiterate, the absurd is that divorce between ‘the mind that desires 
and the world that disappoints,’ the irreconcilable gap between the ethical system in which loved 
ones have betrayed us and the past ethical system where they have not.198 It is through this 
understanding of the presence of the absurd that the impossibility of forgiveness is intelligible to us. 
We are unlikely to achieve perfect justice, or total ethical restoration, just as we are unlikely to 
achieve perfect forgiveness for all citizens who have experienced different forms of betrayal within 
their current ethical systems. The trauma that peppers human experience is exactly the kind of 
trauma that shapes us and gives meaning to our struggle, and so we must focus on the struggle 
towards ethical restoration, even if we never achieve it, as it is this kind of Camusian struggle that 
will bring about the most optimal ethical systems. As highlighted in chapter one, Andrew Schaap 
notes that ‘reconciliation necessarily invokes both an original unity that has never actually existed 
and an ultimate unity that remains to come in order to make politics possible in the present.’199 In 
this sense, my conception of justice remains to be a kind of nonideal theory. Nonetheless, I now aim 
to make a case for what a philosophical leap might look like, by considering Kierkegaard’s response 
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to the absurd as captured by Camus, then using this as a framework to deconstruct the forgiving 
actions of Eva Moses Kor, who is a Holocaust survivor like Améry, and a Mengele twin.   
 
In chapter two I broadly outlined Camus' critique of Kierkegaard's position, which, as Camus says, 
begins ‘in the chaos of an experience divested of its setting and relegated to its original 
incoherence.’200 From this position, Kierkegaard ‘refuses consolations, ethics, reliable principles,’ 
and is ‘careful not to quiet’ the anguish that the absurd void causes him to feel – ‘on the contrary,’ 
says Camus, ‘he awakens it.’201 Camus draws upon Kierkegaard to make a point about religious or 
philosophical suicide, the prerequisite for which is the feeling of the absurd. It is true that 
Kierkegaard devoted a great deal of personal reflection towards the existential condition he felt – 
there may well be few others that dedicated as much time and energy to thinking about absurdity or 
existential anguish. Nonetheless, Kierkegaard ultimately makes the leap and accepts the divine 
forgiveness of God: 
His childhood having been so frightened by Christianity, he ultimately returns to its harshest aspect. 
For him, too, antinomy and paradox become criteria of the religious. Thus the very thing that led to 
despair of the meaning and depth of this life now gives it its truth and its clarity. Christianity is the 
scandal, and what Kierkegaard calls for quite plainly is the…sacrifice of the intellect. 'In his failure,' 
says Kierkegaard, 'the believer finds his triumph.'202 
 
In this way, Kierkegaard takes a leap. In the language of reconciliation, this might be akin to say, 
members of a political party continuing to deny that apologies or reparations ought to be made after 
a genocide or great historical injustice at the very hands of that government, instead maintaining 
that all is well despite deep civil unrest under dictatorship. Philosophically speaking, Kierkegaard’s 
action is a leap because he fails to acknowledge the persistence of an ethical wasteland after 
objectivity and meaning have been destroyed, and instead leaps towards something outside of 
himself and his knowledge. Kierkegaard does not necessarily forgive, but instead accepts a 
perceived forgiveness offered outside of the limits of his ethical system. Jumping towards 
forgiveness in this way still constitutes the kind of leap that is to be avoided in ethical restoration, as 
it falsely reconciles rather than truly struggling against the challenge that absurdity poses. 
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Nonetheless, to reiterate, forgiveness has no discernible logic or conditionality, and, in Derrida’s 
words, ‘it must plunge, but lucidly, into the night of the unintelligible.’203 The kind of forgiveness 
compatible with a Camusian ethic is likely to be the sort that acknowledges the limits of one’s 
ethical system, forgiving anyway in a passionate act of freedom and revolt. The clinical research by 
Diamond and Ronel highlighted in the previous section traces the experience of Eva Moses Kor, 
whose traumatic experience in the Nazi death camps as a Mengele twin, and her subsequent 
forgiveness of Nazis, have been the source of media attention. Kor’s meeting with a Nazi doctor is 
what first motivated her to forgive, and shares her experience: 
It was a former Nazi doctor named Hans Munch who treated me like a human being. It was 
tremendously surprising, and I welcomed it, and it was a great relief from the battlefield I had been 
on for so many years. And ultimately, that meeting with Dr. Munch is what opened to me the door of 
healing through forgiveness.204 
 
To be clear, I do not aim to make claims about whether Kor’s experience, or anyone’s experience 
for that matter, is ‘authentic’ – but rather wish to draw upon these experiences to think about what 
forgiveness is and the role it occupies in the context of reconciliation. From what Kor relays to 
Diamond and Ronel, forgiveness has, for her, become a way to overcome a ‘state of endless 
searching… carrying a painful sense of nothingness,’ which, on the face of it, may sound like taking 
a leap in the face of absurdity, and I will contend with this criticism soon.205 To give Kor’s 
experience further context, recall that Kor is an extraordinary woman, a Jewish Holocaust survivor 
who has publicly forgiven Nazis. In 2015, Eva Moses Kor attracted the attention of international 
news media when she publicly forgave Oskar Gröning at the Nazi SS Guard’s trial. The public 
forgiving of Gröning attracted a lot of criticism ‘from fellow survivors who [were] sickened not 
only by one of their own publicly forgiving the worst crime known to humanity, but also… by the 
largely positive media attention that her actions… received.’206 If a person wanted a quiet life free 
from lucid struggle, heavy contemplation or revolt, it is difficult to imagine why they would engage 
in controversial moral acts or affairs so publicly. In this regard, Kor’s forgiveness demonstrates a 
Camusian ethic. She does not do what is most comfortable, or what her peers deem morally 
appropriate, but instead chooses a path that she thinks is the most honest. Indeed, as Marina 
Cantacuzino reports, Kor risks separation from other survivors as a result of her public forgiving, 
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which is a shame ‘when solidarity in journeys toward healing in the aftermath of atrocity is so much 
more helpful.’207 
 
However, what the most helpful action is not always the best action according to a Camusian ethic. 
Instead, an absurd heroine ought to strive for the most living, rather than the best living, extracting 
the most from one’s experiences no matter how they seem to others as outlined in chapter two. Kor 
likens her own forgiveness to reaching the top of a mountain, which we can compare to Camus’s 
examination of the myth of the Sisyphean struggle. Sisyphus, like Kor, found happiness in his 
repeated struggle towards the heights, and so on the contrary, I claim that the Mengele twin, rather 
than making a leap by unthinkingly choosing an easy way out, instead demonstrates what 
forgiveness might look like as an act of revolt.208 Kor, comparing her struggle towards forgiveness, 
invokes Sisyphus’ ascent: 
One side is dark, dreary, wet and very difficult to climb. But those who struggle up and reach the 
summit can see the beauty of the other side of the mountain, which is covered by flowers, white 
doves, butterflies, and sunshine. Standing at the summit we can see both sides of the mountain. How 
many people would choose to go back down on the dreary side rather than stroll through the sunny 
flower-covered side?209 
 
Kor thus struggles towards the heights on a difficult journey, finding happiness at the top as she 
watches her boulder roll back down the sunny side. It is true that one might criticize Kor for trying 
to escape the challenge that absurdity poses, charging her with forgiving over and over without 
reflecting for acts that were done to others, and not to her. On this view, Kor finds no exultation in 
the struggle up the hill. She discovers meaning and joy only when she has reached the summit, and 
then makes a choice to stroll back down the flower-covered side, regardless of what the boulder 
commands. To respond to this critique, let us return to Camus: 
One sees merely the whole effort of a body straining to raise the huge stone, to roll it and push it up a 
slope a hundred times over; one sees the face screwed up, the cheek tight against the stone, the 
shoulder· bracing the clay-covered mass, the foot wedging it, the fresh start with arms outstretched, 
the wholly human security of two earth-clotted hands. At the very end of his long effort… Sisyphus 
watches the stone rush down in a few moments towards that lower world whence he will have to 
push it up again towards the summit. He goes back down to the plain… At each of those moments 
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when he leaves the heights and gradually sinks towards the lairs of the gods, he is superior to his 
fate. He is stronger than his rock.210 
 
In the Sisyphean myth, it is not clear that Sisyphus experiences exultation during the ascent. Both of 
our absurd heroes find joy instead in the downwards movement, strolling back down through the 
sunny flower-covered side of the mountain on the journey back towards the rock. In this sense, Eva 
Moses Kor is like Kierkegaard and Camus’s absurd hero Don Juan in that all three (at least at first) 
refuse ‘consolations, ethics, reliable principles.’211 In this sense we might think of Kor as an absurd 
heroine, taking on the impossible task of forgiveness, and repeating an impossible act in 
overcoming ontological wickedness. As we shall see, Kor is like Améry in that she refuses to act in 
accordance with what is expected of her; both, as Améry says, have ‘attracted the disapproving 
attention no less of [their] former fellows in battle and suffering, who were now gushing over about 
reconciliation, than of [their] enemies, who had just been converted to tolerance.’212 Kor’s serial 
forgiving in a sense serves a similar goal to Améry’s in keeping the memory of the atrocity alive, 
and refusing to forget by repeatedly forgiving, thus reasserting both the relevance and the abject 
horror of the Holocaust with each act of forgiveness. She challenges the absurd with a Camusian 
ethic, reconciling by showing extraordinary kindness, and this extraordinary practice against all 
odds demonstrates lucidity. In this sense, Eva Moses Kor is an absurd heroine. Having explored 
what forgiveness might, or might not look like under a Camusian ethic, I now wish to consider 
resentment in relation to Jean Améry in the section that follows.  
 
3.3 Resentment and the Leap 
Améry, like Kierkegaard, starts out by challenging the absurd: ‘as for that thorn he feels in his heart, 
he is careful not to quiet its pain.’213 He is like Kor in that he ignores the ‘disapproving attention’ of 
others in his community, however chooses to resent rather than to forgive.214 In this sense, Améry 
demonstrates what a Camusian ethic might look like in resenting rather than in forgiving, although 
as we shall see he does not follow this through to the end. Nonetheless, it is important to reiterate 
that resentment is not an obvious part of reconciliation in comparison to forgiveness, however 
resentment remains a significant and often-overlooked facet of reconciliation that ought to be 
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considered and respected. As Mihai argues, resentment can highlight injustices that may have been 
missed by lawmakers: 
Victims’ resentments and indignation cannot be regarded merely as dangerous threats. As markers of 
a sense of justice, they bear normative weight and should be recognized as legitimate objects of 
concern by decision makers. Such emotions act as valuable signals of alarm that injustices need 
correction. Therefore suppressing them is not in the interest of the agents of democratization.215 
 
When governments and institutions ignore resentment, treating it as a kind of disorder or brushing 
over it completely, survivors of atrocity or injustice are likely to feel silenced, which only reinforces 
their resentment, giving rise to cynicism and apathy towards lawmakers. On the other hand, 
‘resentment can be reproduced from one generation to another, always latent and ready to erupt in 
abusive ways. The stability of the newly established regime will thus perpetually remain 
precarious.’216 Jean Améry shares many of Jankélévitch’s ideas about forgiveness and refuses to 
forgive the Nazis for their unforgivable acts during the Holocaust. Améry indicates that he felt this 
silencing by German lawmakers, and by his wider community. He writes, bitterly: 
Jewish-born men… showed themselves most eager to reassure their German contemporaries and 
fellow human beings. Only totally obstinate, morally condemnable hate, already censured by history, 
they said, clings to a past that was clearly nothing other than an operational mishap of German 
history and in which the broad masses of the German people had no part. But to my own distress, I 
belonged to that disapproving minority with its hard feelings. Stubbornly, I held against Germany its 
twelve years under Hitler.217 
 
In this passage and throughout his extraordinary work At the Mind’s Limits, Améry conveys a 
passionate attitude that seems to me particularly Camusian. His astounding and horrific experience 
as a Holocaust survivor shattered his ethical world, and in response he demonstrates his revolt, his 
freedom and his passion. Améry’s experience as a survivor of Auschwitz is an experience that is 
incomprehensible to most people living in a consolidated democracy. He speaks of his time there in 
his work At the Mind’s Limits: ‘death was omnipresent… for a trifle prisoners were hanged on the 
roll call grounds… I recall times when I climbed heedlessly over piled-up corpses and all of us were 
too weak or too indifferent even to drag the dead out of the barracks into the open.’218 With this 
abject horror in mind, it is entirely understandable that Améry lost a great deal of trust in the world, 
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and as a result refused to forgive the Nazis, preserving his resentment instead. Thomas Brudholm 
and Valerie Rosoux examine Améry’s refusal to forgive and note that he ‘explicitly denounced 
forgiving induced by social pressure.’219 Améry’s refusal does not undermine the important struggle 
for reconciliation or for forgiveness or the restoration of one’s trust in the world – instead, it 
highlights how significant these factors are by demonstrating the enormous impact that the struggle 
has on a person. What I do wish to advance here in highlighting Améry’s refusal are the elements of 
absurdity. Améry speaks further about his experience at the concentration camp: 
Existence as such, to top it off, became definitively a totally abstract and thus empty concept. To 
reach out beyond concrete reality with words became before our very eyes a game that was not only 
worthless and an impermissible luxury but also mocking and evil. Hourly, the physical world 
delivered proof that its insufferableness could be coped with only through means inherent in that 
world.220 
 
In his work on At the Mind’s Limits, Brudholm makes the connection between Améry’s view and an 
absurd logic, which I extend here to a Camusian ethic. As aforementioned, Camus claimed that 
living authentically entailed an attitude of lucid revolt, taking care to contemplate one’s actions, and 
perhaps even, in Arendtian terms, ‘to think what we are doing.’221 According to Brudholm, 'Améry’s 
struggle is a fight against what he calls “hollow, thoughtless, utterly false conciliatoriness” or “the 
pathos of forgiveness and reconciliation.”'222 Améry, like Camus, urges us towards lucid awareness 
and consideration in an attempt to remember and to keep the memory of the unforgivable act alive. 
To hold on to resentment cannot be an easy task – indeed, it relentlessly tormented Améry, who 
may well be Camus’s absurd man. He says: 
Resentment is not only an unnatural but also a logically inconsistent condition. It nails every one of 
us onto the cross of his ruined past. Absurdly, it demands that the irreversible be turned around, that 
the event be undone. Resentment blocks the exit to the genuine human dimension, the future. I know 
that the time-sense of the person trapped in resentment is twisted around, dis-ordered, if you wish, 
for it desires two impossible things: regression into the past and nullification of what happened.223 
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In life, Améry acknowledged the gap between the mind that desires, and the world that disappoints 
– we might interpret his resentment as a salute to that absurd divorce. He advocated specifically for 
holding on to his resentment and reminded the world of the impossible tension between wishing 
that atrocity had never happened and being mindful of the ways in which we carry ourselves forth 
in light of the fact that it did. In Brudholm’s sketch of Améry’s attitude towards forgiveness and 
resentment, a Camusian ethic could indeed be at play. And so, in Améry we find something of 
Camus. An appropriate approach to forgiveness is an attitude, rather than a discernible logic – a 
lucid awareness of an absurd world in which the past and present we are left with are very different 
from the history and actuality we wish for. Even with this in mind, it could still be the case that 
Améry’s resentment marks a philosophical leap, and so I now move to a discussion of the refusal to 
forgive as a Camusian leap to philosophical suicide. 
 
Having briefly considered Brudholm’s characterization of Améry as an absurd man, in this section I 
aim to consider the work of Vladimir Jankélévitch in conjunction with Améry’s work, to establish 
that the refusal can be a leap, but might also denote a Camusian attitude towards atrocity. To answer 
this question, I move to a discussion of suicide, which is important in the context of forgiveness and 
resentment because taking a leap towards either is denounced by Camus as a refusal to contend with 
absurdity. The famous opening line of The Myth of Sisyphus challenges the reader; ‘there is but one 
truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide.’224 Jean Améry took suicide very seriously. 
He might have indeed agreed with Camus, in thinking that it is the only truly serious philosophical 
question, as he wrote a book in 1976 entitled On Suicide: A Discourse on Voluntary Death. 
Unfortunately, while he may have lived a life refusing to leap, stubbornly holding the absurd 
tension of his resentment, Améry replied to Camus’s truly serious philosophical question with his 
own suicide two years later, by drug overdose.225 This makes him a particularly curious figure in this 
context, because he has made a very strong reply to Camus in his actions, and yet prior to the leap 
does so with an attitude of lucid revolt, refusing to forget and striving to prevent others from 
forgetting. Jean Améry reflects upon suicide in a way that demonstrates it is not a decision he takes 
lightly, and his contemplation on the subject may even be more thorough than Camus’s. While he 
does ultimately take a leap, Améry’s attitude in life was marked by a strong will to hold on to his 
resentment. In thinking about the subject of resentment, Mihaela Mihai writes: 
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Should they be denied voice once again, the injury and insult toward victims would be compounded 
and the integrity of the democratic normative regime would be imperiled. In addition, political 
apathy and disillusionment might prevent the performance of accountability functions by civil 
society, while the stability of the political regime would be perpetually threatened by unvindicated 
negative feelings, potentially reproducing themselves across generations.’226 
 
The resentment that Améry felt was not only a result of Germany’s twelve horrific years under 
Hitler but may also have been a result of the existential loneliness and silencing he demonstrates as 
a result of his bitter resentment. Perhaps, even, in Camus words, a ‘mind that desires and the world 
that disappoints, [his] nostalgia for unity, this fragmented universe and the contradiction that binds 
them together.’227 Grief, absurdity and resentment all share the same parenthood in that they spring 
from a desire for one’s world to be a certain way in contrast with the unfortunate reality of one’s 
ethical wasteland. Jean Améry’s resentment and his eventual suicide both highlight how deeply 
important it is for lawmakers and governments to listen and respond to the feelings of all their 
citizens, and to ensure that reconciliation is done without brushing over a horrific past. If we are too 
hasty to forget injustice or atrocity, we are doomed to repeat the same devastating mistakes over 
and over. What’s more is that we are likely to alienate those with particularly difficult and traumatic 
experiences, which only serves to exacerbate their suffering.  
 
To return to the writings of the Auschwitz survivor, however, Jean Améry speaks to the absurd in 
saying that 'life is… both an affirmation and a negation and is thereby absurd, no less absurd than 
voluntary death, which can only thus be designated as twice absurd.’228 Améry sees the 
contradiction, and furthermore, in speaking of the suicide of a psychoanalyst, he questions whether 
suicide is ‘a rejection of the logic of life,’ or perhaps even a rejection of ‘the logic of being.'229 
While it is not clear that Améry and Camus would agree on what is constituted by ‘the logic of life,’ 
Camus unwittingly replies to Améry in those opening pages of The Myth of Sisyphus:  
Killing yourself amounts to confessing. It is confessing that life is too much for you or that you do 
not understand it… You continue making the gestures commanded by existence for many reasons, 
the first of which is habit. Dying voluntarily implies that you have recognized, even instinctively, the 
ridiculous character of that habit, the absence of any profound reason for living, the insane character 
of that daily agitation, and the uselessness of suffering.230 
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And so, it seems that both Améry and Camus recognize the absurdity that living entails, yet come to 
different conclusions about whether it is a logic unto (voluntary) death. Thomas Brudholm, as 
aforementioned, highlights the absurdist thread in Améry’s work, noting that ‘the will to remember 
can be empowered by ressentiment,’ and identifying the intent behind Améry’s own ressentiment as 
‘absurd or impossible.’231 Note that Brudholm resists the translation of ressentiment to ‘resentment’ 
here as ressentiment has its own history originating from Kierkegaard and Nietzsche. Brudholm 
thinks that this is an attempt by Améry ‘to rehabilitate a special kind of ressentiment [which] is 
connected to a notion of reconciliation or re-creation of human community.’232 
 
In speaking of reconciliation, I read Brudholm as conceptualizing an Améryan endeavor to give 
survivors of atrocity a language in which to hold on to and understand their resentment. Améry 
feels that intellectuals of his era see resentment as a moral or psychological blockage, or at least 
they fail to appreciate it as a legitimate response: ‘I attracted the disapproving attention [of] my 
former fellows in battle and suffering, who were now gushing over about reconciliation, than of my 
enemies, who had just been converted to tolerance.’233 Just as it cannot be easy for Eva Moses Kor 
to continue to forgive in spite of her peers’ disapproval, it cannot have been easy for Améry to 
persevere with his resentment. Preserving one’s resentments thus, in some cases, amounts to the 
action of an absurd hero – refusing to forgive might indicate that one is living in revolt, holding the 
absurd tension of the void between one’s past and one’s future in a Camusian manner. It is 
important to acknowledge that Camus was not, like Améry, a Holocaust survivor, so that absurd 
divorce between the mind and the world might not be as wide a perceptive gap for him as it was for 
Améry.  
 
Jankélévitch too wrote of the Holocaust and maintains his own resentment. In his own terms, his 
experience is of ‘horror, insurmountable horror, over what happened, horror of the fanatics who 
perpetrated this thing, of the passive who accepted it, and the indifferent who have already forgotten 
it.’234 The desire to remember is borne of revulsion at the human capacity for evil, and the perceived 
speed at which that revulsion is forgotten. Ressentiment, for Jankélévitch, ‘protests against a moral 
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amnesty that is nothing but shameful amnesia; it maintains the sacred flame of disquiet and faith to 
invisible things.’235 Again I invoke Camus in response: ‘he refuses consolations, ethics, reliable 
principles. As for that thorn he feels in his heart, he is careful not to quiet its pain.’236 Both 
Jankélévitch and Camus feel the thorn and are cautious to obey the sacred flame.237 In my view, 
Améry perceives his world in accordance with a Camusian ethic and sees the absurd tension 
between the mind and the world. Brudholm writes: 
Améry simply desires two different outcomes in the two different contexts. In relation to the 
Germans, he desires… an overcoming of the negative significance of the past for the present, but in 
relation to his past and in relation to the history shared by victims and perpetrators, Améry posits the 
much more radical demand that what happened had not happened.238  
 
Ultimately, however, we cannot ignore Améry’s eventual suicide and his attitude towards it. Améry 
takes Camus’s terms, and admits that he ‘desires two impossible things: regression into the past and 
nullification of what happened.’239 He acknowledges that the ‘person trapped in resentment is 
twisted around, dis-ordered,’ as they absurdly demand that the irreversible be reversed, ‘that the 
event be undone.’240 This is clearly, in Camusian terms, a leap. Améry meets the absurd, finds its 
terms and its limits, and continues to shout into the void. To follow the absurd logic through may be 
to forgive, or alternatively, it may be to live with and preserve one’s resentment. Nonetheless, 
Améry’s writings in At the Mind’s Limits demonstrate a strong attitude, a sentiment, perhaps, of 
resentment that aims to keep the absurd alive, and to prevent the forgetting of the Holocaust’s 
horror. This embodiment of the absurd hero is one that is compatible with the attitude of an absurd 
hero, and it is thus possible, in my conception, for one to refuse to forgive while still living 
according to a Camusian sentiment. Having considered both forgiveness and resentment according 
to a Camusian ethic, I now wish to devote these final pages of establishing a theoretical framework 
to restoring trust in the world after mass atrocity or historical injustice. 
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3.4 Trust Restoration After Trauma 
Throughout the first three chapters of this thesis I have considered the causes and effects of ethical 
breakdowns through a Camusian lens. Knowing how historical injustice and mass atrocity impact 
the citizens of the countries they occur in gives us important insight into the ways in which we 
ought to practically contend with the challenges that ethical restoration poses. In my view, the most 
important thing we can restore in ethical restoration is trust. Trust binds communities together, and 
losses of trust are what breaks them apart in the first place. Annick Kayitesi, a Rwandan genocide 
survivor, highlights the breakdown that she felt, and describes what may be an absurd chasm that 
opened up between her previous ethical system trust and her current or future ethical system trust: 
Until 1994, I had a life… Then, in the space of three months, I lost it. And afterwards I regained it, 
let’s say that I built myself another existence… Coming back home in 1997, I no longer knew what 
remained of the first life nor what the second one was… I could only see an enormous rupture.241 
 
The rupture that trauma causes means that rebuilding one’s trust in the world is a necessary part of 
reconciliation, and a flexible one in that many practical outcomes can be centered around one goal 
to restore ethics. I maintain that a Camusian ethic is an important and central part of my theory for 
reconciliation, but practically speaking, also wish to maintain that rebuilding trust is an inadvertent 
outcome of the Camusian ethic. This may create a new tension in my work in that encouraging trust 
could constitute a leap, however, I wish to demonstrate that rebuilding trust instead is an outcome of 
the Camusian ethic as a part of human solidarity in the ethic of quantity. In this final section I will 
reiterate definitions of trust and self-trust in my theory, then after offering some discussion around 
this Camusian element of trust, will arrive at some concrete potential actions in line with this 
rebuilding of trust for ethical restoration. As articulated in the previous chapter and throughout this 
chapter, a Camusian leap occurs when one attempts to falsely reconcile, or to rush towards an 
empty conclusion outside of the subjectivity that we exist in after the break. Kierkegaard’s mistake 
was to leap to God instead of preserving his anxiety, and so it is plausible that reconciliation, in 
some cases, may constitute a leap rather than a lucid act of Camusian rebellion. I argue that this is 
not the case, however, because reconciliation necessarily requires that the difficult parts of the 
trauma be examined and re-examined, that memory be preserved and held gently by the wider 
community, rather than brushed over and ignored. Both Jankélévitch and Camus draw upon the 
analogy of the flame, which seems a fitting way to communicate the difficulty of keeping the fire of 
memory burning while continuing to progress. Keeping the flame alive in Camus’ work also 
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amounts to holding on to the feeling of absurdity, reflecting on the tension created between the 
world before trauma opens up the absurd chasm, and the world after the fact.  
 
Reconciliation, at any rate, is not necessarily a Camusian leap. The Camusian ethic fundamentally 
leads us towards an ethic of solidarity, as Matthew Sharpe highlights: 
It is an ethics grounded in human fallibility, a solidarity in the ‘error and aberration’ that besets a 
finite creature for whom all such absolving perspectives, so highly desirable, are unavailable: ‘the 
first step overwhelmed by the strangeness of things is to realize that this feeling of strangeness is 
shared with all men and that the entire human race suffers from the division between itself and the 
rest of the world.’242 
 
Humanity is united in its capacity for feeling absurdity, and in its subjectivity without the limits of 
objectivity. Objective meaning may be destroyed; however, humanity finds an opportunity to bond 
over this condition, and find a shared subjectivity or togetherness through reflection. Particularly in 
cases where a community has experienced shared trauma, a shared ethical system means that the 
community is likely to find solidarity and strength in shared experience. In the first chapter, I also 
drew upon Iris Marion Young’s Five Faces of Oppression, in which she demonstrates that one 
cannot live a fulfilling life without freedom from oppression and domination.243 In aiming for the 
most living rather than the best living, emotions that may traditionally be considered more difficult 
or negative, such as sadness or anger, are not necessarily lower in any kind of hedonistic hierarchy 
of feeling, as they might in an ethic of quality. This means that there is space for the difficulty of 
coming to terms with trauma rather than adopting a collective amnesia in an attempt for false 
reconciliation – instead, this might constitute a leap. If objectivity is destroyed, quality also 
becomes a lesser and perhaps even an empty category, and so there are fewer limits for possibility 
as outer values have been extinguished. 
 
To return to the categories of trust and self-trust, in the previous chapter I considered the work of 
Gry Ardal Printzlau, Fiona Utley, Susan Brison and Annette Baier to gain clearer insight into the 
role of trust in ethical systems after violence. I then examined some of John Bowlby and Carolyn 
Price’s work on grief to start to explore the grieving process when a person loses trust in their 
ethical system after violence. In this way trust is particularly important in reconciliation because it 
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pertains to theory by Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Kim Atkins surrounding embodiment and trust in 
the world. One’s trust in the world in turn relates to their intersubjective situation of self and the 
state of the ethical system in which they operate. To reinforce, Printzlau, Baier, Brison and Utley, 
highlight the impact of violence on a person and the loss of trust in the world that comes from this 
violence. I break the restoration of trust in reconciliation down into four rough categories: testimony 
and truth telling, recognition, reorganization, and apology (which may include compensation or 
reparation). Because forgiveness and resentment form their own ambiguous categories specific only 
to those who have been witness to trauma, and because I have covered both extensively in the prior 
section, I will not include them in these categories. Each may equally be a part of reconciliation, 
however they are not necessary parts of trust restoration in the same way that testimony or apology 
may be, for example. Further to this, resentment and particularly forgiveness ought not be coerced, 
which is another reason why I choose not to list either as concrete means towards reconciliation. 
The list is not necessarily in order of timeline or priority, as no trauma, historical injustice or mass 
atrocity is the same, and thus equivalence cannot be conferred. 
 
To begin, let us focus on testimony and truth-telling. Throughout this thesis I place an emphasis on 
personal testimony, so as not to speak over, but instead to listen more carefully to the witnesses of 
severe trauma. As Catherine Gilbert highlights, testimony is important as ‘a means of ensuring that 
the stories of the victims are known, thus subverting the official narratives put forward by those in 
power.’244 This sentiment links back to my work in the first chapter surrounding Lewis Gordon’s 
work on power and coloniality, which highlighted the ‘underlying violence by which [the] main 
institution of power, the state, protects itself through processes of inclusion and exclusion.’245 In 
cases where mass atrocity or historical injustice have occurred, previous governments or states may 
have contributed to the violence or unrest through their perpetuation of unjust power structures. 
Testimony, storytelling, and the elevation of testimony are significant in the context of 
reconciliation because they challenge whose voices are important and ensure that the interests and 
experiences of all peoples – not just those in power – are presented and protected.246  
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In her work on trauma and recovery, Judith Herman highlights how central testimony is in restoring 
trust and reconnecting communities after atrocity or injustice: 
Sharing the traumatic experience with others is a precondition for the restitution of a sense of a 
meaningful world. In this process, the survivor seeks assistance not only from those closest to her 
but also from the wider community. The response of the community has a powerful influence on the 
ultimate resolution of the trauma. Restoration of the breach between the traumatized person and the 
community depends, first, upon public acknowledgment of the traumatic event and, second, upon 
some form of community action. Once it is publicly recognized that a person has been harmed, the 
community must take action to assign responsibility for the harm and to repair the injury.247 
 
This brings us from testimony to recognition and apology, which is central to restoring trust as it 
validates victims’ trauma and provides scope for the possibility of repairing trust. Recognition 
entails an acknowledgement of the harm or the event, and without this it acceptance is difficult to 
proceed with reconciliation in a meaningful way. Of course, there exists already a great deal of 
literature on this subject across disciplines, by thinkers like Melissa Nobles, Jennifer Lind, Mark 
Gibney and Danielle Celermajer, however I will here employ Margaret Urban Walker’s work on 
apology to guide my thinking, as her work as a feminist ethicist underlies my theory.248 Nonetheless, 
we might consider the case of New Zealand after the British Crown unjustly confiscated enormous 
portions of Māori land. For context, Māori held 7.1 million acres of land in 1911, but by 1920, 
Māori land had dropped to only 4.7 million acres.249 This enormous disenfranchisement could not be 
mitigated if the New Zealand government had not acknowledged that this land was wrongly 
confiscated, and instead, the Crown would continue to operate as though the harm had not occurred. 
Ultimately, no reconciliation can be made between oppressed groups and dominant groups unless 
the harm is acknowledged by the dominant group, and the oppressed group is privy to the 
admission.  
 
In the wake of atrocity or injustice, the chasm of the absurd continues to open up and plague those 
who experience structural oppression despite their struggles towards recognition, and the lack of 
acknowledgement of these experiences by wider ethical systems and other intersubjective selves 
only serves to deepen that sense of grief and loss. Indeed, as Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff Corntassel 
have argued, this is the ‘fundamental illogic of our contemporary struggle:’ many Indigenous and 
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First Nations peoples are held back even by well-meaning colonial subjects, who impose their own 
narratives onto Indigenous peoples and in doing so, hinder progress and decolonization rather than 
helping. Iris Marion Young argues that ‘in the most general sense, all oppressed people suffer some 
inhibition of their ability to develop and exercise their capacities and express their needs, thoughts, 
and feelings.’250 The experience of marginalization is worsened severely by the limiting of one’s 
emotional needs and capacities by colonial power structures. Implicit institutional oppression adds a 
second layer of restricted access both to equality and to true reconciliation. When admission or 
apology, as we shall see, are not only withheld but totally denied, many intersubjective selves 
within an ethical system are harmed in that their ethical system disappoints them and they may find 
it difficult to have their trust in the world restored. In thinking about institutional oppression, 
reorganization is often another method by which trust is restored between citizens and institutions. 
To gain insight into how to restore citizens’ trust in ethical systems again, governments and 
reconciliation-focused institutions ought to seek out the thoughts and opinions of those with the 
least access to power. Similar to the salience of testimony, reorganization in this way may be a 
literal power subversion, where people who may not have traditionally been in positions of power 
are placed at the heads of reconciliatory committees and given power as high up as possible in both 
governmental and non-governmental institutions. Reorganization may also encapsulate structural 
changes in systems and institutions, or in some cases, total abolition of certain institutions, and this 
may also extend to the wider political system. If a dictatorship is overthrown after a mass atrocity, 
for example, a democratic system may replace the dictatorship.  
 
With regard to apology, I wish to draw upon the work of Margaret Urban Walker, who writes that 
‘at the heart of the variety of reparative measures… is the message of wrong and responsibility that 
any reparative interaction must convey.’251 Of all the meaningful ways for governments to make 
reparations, apology may be the most salient of them all. While apology without action undeniably 
has much less moral force than apology with reparation or compensation attached, the act of the 
apology in and of itself can still be useful. To illustrate this point, let us now consider the 2008 
Apology in Australia, which involved the Australian government making an apology to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples for the grave harm caused by racist policies in previous years. In 
his speech to parliament, Kevin Rudd, Prime Minister at the time, spoke about the ‘mistreatment’ of 
Aboriginal peoples of the stolen generations, and referred to colonial wrongdoings as part of a 
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‘blemished chapter’ in Australia’s history.252 He apologized for the laws and policies of successive 
governments as well as the removal of children from families, as well as laying claim to ‘a future 
based on mutual respect, mutual resolve and mutual responsibility.’253 While the apology may have 
been a step in the right direction, there are a lot of factors at play when a dominant colonial group 
apologizes to a marginalized indigenous group for historical wrongs.  
 
With this example in mind, I return to Margaret Urban Walker in thinking about what constitutes an 
appropriate apology: 
Those offering reparations must express their recognition of a relationship that is in need of repair 
due to a wrong. They must demonstrate in their attempt at reparations an appreciation of the victim’s 
experience of suffering and loss. What is offered must be recognizable as an attempt at justice by its 
fittingness to the nature, meaning, and magnitude of the particular wrong that requires reparations. 
The offer… must convey the seriousness and sincerity of the intention to fulfill an obligation of 
justice… The vehicle of reparations must be, in brief, interactive, useful, fitting, and effective.254 
 
When the Australian government made the apology, it recognized that the relationship was in need 
of repair, and that they appreciated the extensive and deep harm caused. While Rudd’s words were 
serious and conveyed sincerity, there were no concrete promises of reparation attached to his words, 
which take something away from how fitting and effective the apology was. Furthermore, when a 
dominant group offers its apology, in many ways it is an assertion of power, reaffirming the status 
quo where the oppressor is an intrinsically and ethically pure moral authority. The apology may 
falsely lead members of that dominant group to think that they are absolved to some extent of their 
wrongdoing or their privilege – which is not the case. On the other hand, however, apology affords 
power to those who have been oppressed by colonial power structures by giving the marginalized a 
voice to say, ‘we do not forgive you.’  One of Jean Améry’s major concerns is that once all is 
forgiven, the past is forgotten and there is a chasm that remains between survivors and the context 
or the world in which their trauma exists.255 This pertains to the notion that apology is only just a 
small step in a long series of steps involved in reconciliation, and I strongly agree with Améry’s 
sentiment in that it is important to continue to acknowledge and respond to grief and trauma long 
after historical injustice or mass atrocity. Even if some shame is absolved by performative methods 
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of apology or grief, these forms of atonement are unlikely to be anywhere near enough to create 
equality. What is owed is much greater, and so, often apologies are only the beginning of very long 
and slow processes of reconciliation, where reorganization and repair ought to follow, but all too 
often do not. 
 
In a study on Aboriginal people’s reactions to the 2008 apology, one participant said that ‘I 
watched, and I had tears in my eyes, cause I reckon, all those people, all those people who are now 
vindicated by that sorry. It means that we weren’t lying about our own history, or what we went 
through, it wasn’t a lie, we didn’t dream it, it wasn’t a nightmare.’256 Returning to the salience of 
testimony, it is important for all marginalized people to have their struggles acknowledged by those 
in positions of power, particularly after injustice or oppression, particularly because it is a small 
step towards restoring that trust in the world in light of an absurd predicament. Many people may 
wish for a world that not only replies to one’s hope for full and total faith in one’s ethical system 
but find that the world totally fails to acknowledge them at all. Apology is important in helping to 
slowly restore that trust in the world because it acknowledges the struggles and the marginalization 
of the oppressed and allows people not only to trust in their ethical systems again, but also to trust 
in themselves again as their trauma is confirmed and validated by other intersubjective selves within 
their ethical system. Ultimately, when a person loses trust in the world, what they have lost is a trust 
in their ethical system, and a trust in intersubjective selves that make up that ethical system. The 
feeling of the absurd is borne of a disillusionment with one’s situation in the world, and one’s 
ability to rely on what they thought their world was made up of. Consequently, what is required for 
a person to live a lucid and fulfilling life in societies after oppression or injustice is not just a 
representative from the oppressive group apologizing to someone from the dominated group, but 
often a vast, intergenerational series of events that reach across intersubjectivities, far into the 
future. 
 
3.5 Conclusion 
Throughout this chapter I have drawn together the concepts developed in the previous two 
framework chapters in order to fully realize my theory of reconciliation in line with a Camusian 
ethic. To reiterate, the Camusian ethic constitutes a determined attitude towards the world after the 
feeling of absurdity has been realized, which is the case after atrocity or injustice, where trauma 
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opens up a void for survivors and witnesses. The destruction of objectivity and the ethic of quantity 
over quality entailed in this ethic gives rise to solidarity between people after the event or events, 
which helps to restore trust. Nonetheless, in the first section of this chapter, I referred to Jacques 
Derrida in order to give a thorough definition of forgiveness and what that conception of 
forgiveness means for my theory. Forgiveness cannot be coerced or forced, and has no precondition 
or expectation attached. I nonetheless acknowledge that there are certain actions like apology, that 
can help forgiveness along, but maintain that forgiveness is like grief in that it is absurd, and ‘must 
plunge, but lucidly, into the night of the unintelligible.’257  
 
In the following section, I considered revolt and forgiveness together, by contrasting Kierkegaard’s 
leap to an objective God outside the limits of Kierkegaard’s subjectivity, with Eva Moses Kor’s 
forgiveness, which she likens to the Sisyphean myth. Kor’s forgiveness, in my conception, 
embodies the kind of revolt and lucidity required in a Camusian ethic. On the flipside of forgiveness 
is resentment, and in section 3.3 I drew upon resentment as characterized by Jean Améry and 
Vladimir Jankélévitch. Resentment, in my view, can be just as Camusian as forgiveness, as it is the 
Camusian attitude that is important rather than the act itself. To return to the Camusian ethic and the 
restoration of trust as a part of solidarity between peoples in section 3.4, it was my claim that this 
restoration of trust is one of the most central parts of reconciliation, as people are intersubjective 
selves and trust both in the world and in themselves. This intersubjectivity is damaged by an ethical 
breakdown, which in turn ought to be repaired by rebuilding trust. In the final section I gave four 
broad categories for enacting the restoration of this trust: testimony and truth telling, recognition, 
reorganization, and apology. It is my hope that these first three chapters have given a sufficient 
overview of my theory, and so, let us proceed to chapter four, where I will explore this wider theory 
in the context of Australia after colonial historical injustice. 
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Chapter Four: 
Reconciliation and Trust in Settler Colonial Australia 
 
In the previous three chapters, I have laid a framework for thinking about reconciliation after 
historical injustice and mass atrocity, incorporating notions of trust, forgiveness, nonideal theory, 
and absurdism among other themes. Throughout this chapter, I will focus on the injustices 
perpetuated by colonial settlers in Australia against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, the roots 
of which stem from the country's settler colonial beginnings in the 1600s. I shall focus particularly 
on the narratives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and Indigenous feminists in 
Australia in order to thoroughly consider the ways in which the Australian ethical system might be 
overhauled in order to bring about justice for those that have been so deeply wronged. To begin, in 
section 4.1, I will consider the settler colonial context in which historical injustices occurred, noting 
the perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples living in Australia in both rural 
and urban communities to gain insight into the way that British invasion has impacted the country 
in the contemporary era. Questions of trust and assimilation have had enormous influences on the 
experiences of Aboriginal peoples in Australia, and so further perspectives will be presented on 
these topics in section 4.2. This section will also touch on the topic of forcible child removals, and 
the Stolen Generations, as well as some work by Patrick Wolfe on settler colonialism. In section 4.3 
I draw upon the perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander elders to think about 
differences in grieving and death, which gives way to sections 4.4 and 4.5, in which I give a 
historical overview of reconciliation in Australia from the twentieth century to today. These 
considerations also include discussions on redress and compensation by various state governments, 
and the federal response to the Uluru Statement from the Heart, as well as Royal Commission 
findings in the Northern Territory.  
 
4.1 Settler Colonialism in Australia 
Building on Patrick Wolfe’s definitions of settler colonialism and classical colonialism from chapter 
one, in this first section I aim to give a brief history of the historical injustices that have occurred 
and are occurring in Australia as a result of British invasion. My account is presented alongside a 
consideration of settler colonialism and the ways in which settler colonialism impacts upon the 
context. In this section I will also draw upon the testimonies of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples to more justly capture the oppression and marginalization inflicted by the original 
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colonizers and successive Australian governments. Indigenous feminist and Goenpul woman from 
Minjerribah, Aileen Moreton-Robinson says that:  
The British invasion and subsequent colonization of Australia began the process whereby whiteness 
became institutionalised. The Australian mode of production is derived from, and is part of, the 
western system of capitalism; Australian systems of government are based on both British and 
American models; the system of law is British as is the system of education.258 
 
This institutionalized whiteness, as Moreton-Robinson says, stems from British invasion. From 
1606, colonizers invaded Australia and began to ‘civilize’ the country by violently imposing 
Western norms and ideals upon Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who had occupied the 
land for tens of thousands of years.  Ownership and property rights are inextricably connected to 
whiteness, as she highlights:  
White property rights are connected to the internal territoriality of patriarchal white sovereignty in 
the form of the nation-state. As a form of property, whiteness accumulates capital and social 
appreciation as white people are recognized within the law primarily as property- owning subjects. 
As such, they are heavily invested in the nation being a white possession.259  
 
While I do not have the space to give greater background on whiteness or whiteness studies, it is 
still important to acknowledge the connection between whiteness and ownership, which has falsely 
legitimized the white acquisition of land that belongs to Indigenous peoples the world over. As 
Moreton-Robinson notes above, this presumed connection between whiteness and ownership is one 
upheld by the white majority in Australia, and functions to mask the illegitimate claims that 
colonizers made over Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander traditional lands around the time of 
invasion. It is difficult to capture in words the severity of the injustices that the Australian invasion 
and subsequent land-grabbing initiated, and the colonizers’ arrival prevented Indigenous groups 
from flourishing as they had – for example, fences were built, cutting peoples off from their 
traditional food sources and hunting grounds, and diseases like smallpox were introduced.260 At least 
20,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are estimated to have been murdered by 
European settlers in the nineteenth century, and Paul Bartrop argues that ‘for a full two-thirds of the 
20th Century most States practiced policies which aimed at the gradual destruction of the Aboriginal 
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peoples, policies enforced by police and other authorities, and backed up by legislation.’261 
Institutionalized whiteness thus not only aimed to mimic British society across the oceans, but in 
line with settler colonial ideology, which I outlined in chapter one, aimed to directly replace 
Indigenous societies and settlements with Western and Anglicized ones. I will build upon this 
historical account of British settlement shortly, however wish to briefly draw upon some accounts 
of Aboriginality in Australia to create a wider set of narratives from which to inform the context. 
Melissa Lucashenko, a Murri woman of Ygambeh/Bundjalung descent writes that:  
Aboriginal peoples (also called Murri people) are those people with an Aboriginal bloodline 
(however distant), who regard themselves as Aboriginal and who are accepted as Aboriginal by 
members of their local Aboriginal community… In Queensland most Aboriginal peoples call 
ourselves ‘Murries’. Murri is not a tribe – it just means Queensland Aboriginal. You might also hear 
words like ‘Bama’ or ‘Koori’ for those from North Queensland or NSW/Victoria.262 
 
Across Australia there are hundreds of different language groups, and in terms of belief systems, 
each Indigenous group has its own Dreaming. While there is no single conception or word in the 
English language to encapsulate what the Dreaming is for the multitude of different groups of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia, Kombu-merri woman Mary Graham 
explains Indigenous world-views in Australia further: 
The two most important kinds of relationship in life are, firstly, those between land and people and, 
secondly, those amongst people themselves, the second being always contingent upon the first. The 
land, and how we treat it, is what determines our human-ness. Because land is sacred and must be 
looked after, the relation between people and land becomes the template for society and social 
relations… Aboriginal peoples have a kinship system which extends into land; this system was and 
still is organised into clans… Every clan group has its own Dreaming or explanation of existence.263 
 
I draw upon accounts of Indigenous peoples in Australia here in order to avoid re-casting 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, particularly Indigenous women, as being without 
agency, as Moreton-Robinson critiques: ‘White Australia has come to "know" the "Indigenous 
woman" from the gaze of many, including the diaries of explorers, the photographs of 
philanthropists, the testimony of white state officials, the sexual bravado of white men and the 
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ethnographies of anthropologists.’264 White colonizers across Australia have done great harm to 
Indigenous peoples in a multitude of ways, not least through perpetuating institutionalized and 
racist representations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Racist caricatures of 
Indigenous peoples in Australia stem from early colonialism, and Colin Tatz’s research also 
supports these claims; some of his work describes horrific human rights abuses by white 
Australians, accounts which prove difficult to read. He writes of the plans of O. A. Neville who was 
the Chief Protector in the West from 1915 to 1940, a man who was strongly in favor of violent, 
forced assimilation. Tatz describes Neville’s plan, saying that it was made up of three major points: 
‘first, the ‘full-bloods’ would die out; second, take ‘half-castes’ away from their mothers; third, 
control marriages among ‘half-castes’ and so encourage intermarriage with the white community.’265 
To refer back to the work of Patrick Wolfe as highlighted in chapter one, forced assimilation is a 
key facet of settler colonialism: ‘it is not the colonist but the native who is superfluous.’266 The 
settler colonial notion that the ‘native’ is superfluous is ridiculous given the deep, long-standing 
connections that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have with country. I draw upon the 
words of the Uluru Statement from the Heart: 
Our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tribes were the first sovereign Nations of the Australian 
continent and its adjacent islands, and possessed it under our own laws and customs. This our 
ancestors did, according to the reckoning of our culture, from the Creation, according to the common 
law from ‘time immemorial’, and according to science more than 60,000 years ago. This sovereignty 
is a spiritual notion: the ancestral tie between the land, or ‘mother nature’, and the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples who were born therefrom, remain attached thereto, and must one day 
return thither to be united with our ancestors. This link is the basis of the ownership of the soil, or 
better, of sovereignty. It has never been ceded or extinguished, and co-exists with the sovereignty of 
the Crown. How could it be otherwise? That peoples possessed a land for sixty millennia and this 
sacred link disappears from world history in merely the last two hundred years?267 
 
The arrogant colonial belief that the sheer force of invasion gives rise to land rights, sovereignty 
and entitlement is astounding, and the colonial attitudes that pervade in white Australian culture 
must be addressed in order to achieve true reconciliation. I will offer further discussion on the Uluru 
Statement and its context in the final two sections of this chapter, but for now it aids in providing an 
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Indigenous perspective in contrast with the assimilationist attitudes of Australian state governments. 
Moreton-Robinson notes that ‘in Australia, blackness was, and is, congruent with Indigenous 
subjugation and subordination.’268 To demonstrate such historical subjugation and subordination, I 
now refer to first-hand accounts of Aboriginal members of the Stolen Generations from the 1997 
Bringing Them Home report. This report responded to calls by Indigenous communities and others 
to raise public awareness of the forcible removal of Aboriginal children from their families 
throughout the 20th Century, right up to the 1970s. Those that suffered the process of forced 
removals are referred to in Australian historical memory as the Stolen Generations. Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Children who were victims of the forcible removal were taken from their 
parents against their will, and placed into the care of non-Indigenous families, often on Christian 
missions. The aim of this practice by each different state is demonstrative of a wider attempt to 
forcibly assimilate Aboriginal peoples into white European settler culture, and we can see this in the 
1886 Victorian ‘Aborigines Protection Act,’ which ruled that ‘all non-‘full-bloods’ under 34 were 
forcibly expelled from missions and reserves, irrespective of marital or sibling status, of need, of 
ability to cope in the mainstream, or whether they had anywhere to go in the outside.’269 One woman 
relays her terrifying experience as a young girl: 
They told me that my family didn’t care or want me and I had to forget them. They said it was very 
degrading to belong to an Aboriginal family and that I should be ashamed of myself, I was inferior to 
whitefellas… I was raped, bashed and slashed with a razor blade on both of my arms and legs 
because I would not stop struggling and screaming. The farmer and one of his workers raped me 
several times. I wanted to die, I wanted my mother to take me home where I would be safe and 
wanted.270 
 
This terrifying account of abuse and injustice is not unusual in the wider context of the Bringing 
Them Home report. For many non-Indigenous folk living in Australia, even the most terrifying 
experiences of grief, loss, tragedy and death in the white Australian imaginary are incomparable to 
being forcibly removed from one’s family, and then abused and mistreated at this level. Moreover, 
intergenerational and childhood trauma, marginalization and social conditioning remains as 
unresolved distress drags itself, uninvited, into one’s adulthood. An Indigenous person’s account 
from the 1997 report reflects this strongly: 
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Our life pattern was created by the government policies and are forever with me, as though an 
invisible anchor around my neck. The moments that should be shared and rejoiced by a family unit, 
for [my brother] and mum and I are forever lost. The stolen years that are worth more than any 
treasure are irrecoverable.271 
 
These sentiments are echoed in the testimonies throughout this chapter and truly anchor the need for 
greater action, apology, reconciliation and compensation for Aboriginal peoples in Australia who 
have experienced and continue to experience systematic oppression. The report notes that a 
Melbourne study compared the experiences of those that had suffered through forcible removals 
and the experiences of those who had been raised in their original home environment amongst 
family or community. The study showed that members of the Stolen Generation were less likely to 
have ‘stable living conditions,’ ‘be in a stable, confiding relationship,’ ‘have a strong sense of their 
Aboriginal cultural identity,’ and were much more likely to have been in jail, use ‘illicit 
substances,’ and in particular, ‘intravenous’ illicit substances.272 I argue that this information 
demonstrates the lasting impact of the trauma inflicted upon members of the Stolen Generations, 
and on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples more generally by Australian governments. 
The need for reconciliation and support for Aboriginal peoples in Australia, particularly those who 
have experienced severe human rights abuses is both urgent and significant. The very brief history I 
have painted in this section does not come close to describing the horrors or injustices that have 
been perpetuated against Aboriginal peoples in Australia at the hand of white European colonizers, 
and so it is of key importance that making amends and restoring ethics are placed at the very 
forefront of the Australian government’s agenda. I will build upon this history throughout this 
chapter, interweaving it with my own philosophical narrative. 
 
4.2 Trust and Assimilation 
Having given a broad introduction to the Australian settler colonial context, let us return to the 
conception of ethical systems, absurdity and trust as laid out in the second chapter. Camus 
conceives of the absurd as ‘that divorce between the mind that desires and the world that 
disappoints, my nostalgia for unity, this fragmented world, and the contradiction that binds them 
together.’273 In the case of Australia, and indeed in the contexts of New Zealand and Rwanda too, 
we might think about a just ethical system as something that the mind desires, just as Sisyphus 
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might wish to no longer push his boulder up the hill. In my conception, the lack of a just ethical 
system gives rise to a need for reconciliation, or for all peoples in Australia to come together and 
reconstruct the Australian ethical system. This is because colonial institutions, including the 
Australian government and its various branches, have marginalized and disenfranchised Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples across the country for many years. The resulting and continuing 
oppression has created a series of deep, complex and multi-faceted injustices that plague the 
country’s ethical system, and heavily and unfairly impact the lives of Indigenous peoples. In 
Australia, I argue that the government and indeed the general public, have failed Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples by failing to fully address historical injustices.  
 
While this may be a severe claim, the severity of suffering experienced by Indigenous peoples in 
Australia in the wake of the settler colonial project is much, much more severe. The failing of the 
government (and to a lesser extent, Australians generally) to bring about change constitutes a wider 
form of Camusian suicide, as the governing body has resisted the kind of change required for the 
fulfilment of justice for Indigenous peoples and continued to ignore demands for this justice in 
favor of pursuing neo-colonial ends that ensure the settler colonial project is perpetuated wherever 
the government has representation. To illustrate this claim and the severity of the harm being 
perpetuated against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples at the hand of the Australian 
government, I present here findings from the Australian Royal Commission into the Protection and 
Detention of Children in the Northern Territory, which came about as a result of well-documented 
abuse towards Aboriginal children while under the wardship of the Australian government. 
According to the report, which I will consider in greater detail throughout the following chapters, 
‘the number of children under child protection orders has tripled over ten years,’ and furthermore, 
just over half of all ‘Aboriginal children have been the subject of a notification or report to child 
protection by the age of 10.’274 While the government has apologized for the Stolen Generations, it 
seems that the endurance and increase in child removals in the Northern Territory demonstrate a 
failed commitment to this apology. True reconciliation, in my Camusian conception, requires that 
people and institutions take up these kinds of challenges, rather than sitting at the bottom of the hill 
and refusing to address the difficult task ahead demanded by one’s boulder. 
 
Throughout this section I have highlighted assimilation as a particularly colonial problem, as a key 
part of settler colonialism is imposing Western values upon Indigenous peoples with a lack of 
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regard or respect for cultural health and safety. In chapter one, I drew upon Patrick Wolfe’s work in 
order to demonstrate the difference between classical colonialism and settler colonialism. Wolfe 
says that ‘for the native, ideology is all there is: the zero-sum conflict with the settler is constituted 
at the level of ideology and is waged around the issue of assimilation.’275 In other words, in the 
settler colonial state there wages a constant battle between colonizer and colonized as the settler 
attempts to force assimilation and European cultural ideals upon Indigenous peoples. I argue that 
this is the case in settler colonial Australia, and as prominent Māori lawyer Moana Jackson writes: 
European ethnocentrism… implies that differences between [Indigenous] and [non-Indigenous] can 
be standardised to produce valid comparisons; an assumption that cultural differences are in fact 
irrelevant to the particular study. If the differences are actually deemed to be relevant, they are 
interpreted from a European perspective in terms of non-adaptational conflict. This approach views 
cultural difference in terms of a conflict in which [Indigenous] cultural values have not adjusted or 
adapted to the dominant [European] value system. Its roots lie in an ethnocentric belief that 
assimilation is the path to true 'progress' and a Victorian equation of 'civilisation' with technological 
advance.276 
 
While Jackson writes in and of the New Zealand context, the same applies to the Australian context. 
Western imperialism has long been guilty of assuming that European views and ideas about the 
world are universal and can be applied regardless of the cultural background of the people the ideas 
impact. Moreton-Robinson highlighted the predominance of British and American systems that 
Australia has adopted within its major institutions such as parliament and education. It is not 
surprising that these systems may fail Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples because such 
institutions are designed by Westerners with the intention of ensuring the flourishing of Western 
peoples. Indigenous perspectives may offer approaches to governance and learning which are quite 
different from Western ones, and so establishing these systems without considering the impact on 
the First Peoples who will be impacted by them are forms of epistemic and cultural colonial 
injustice. 
 
To reinforce these ideas, I wish to draw upon the testimony of one witness simply known as ‘DI’ in 
the Royal Commission report: 
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Welfare thinks that all you need to do to look after a baby is to give it food and a house, keep an eye 
on it and take it for regular check-ups. That’s for balanda [white] babies. For Aboriginal babies 
there’s more. We have to show our ancestors who the new babies are. We take them out to the bush 
and we show the ancestors the babies and we tell them who is the mother one and who is the father 
one. We put ash on that little baby and he is part of the family then. Welfare know nothing about our 
gurrutu [respect] and our raypirri [law]. There are lots of things about our culture and raising 
aboriginal children that Welfare don’t know.277 
 
Australian social welfare service personnel and indeed those legislating for welfare services may 
thus continue to harm Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples by enforcing damaging Western 
ideologies, and by not being trained to appropriately understand cultural safety and cultural 
difference. Injustice then, in the context of the Australian ethical system, is a facet of the absurd. 
People living within the Australian context have experiences of large and small-scale breaches of 
trust, which leads them to lose faith in that ethical system and respond accordingly. Trust is thus 
very important when thinking about colonization in this ethical system, as the complete breakdown 
in trust between different groups of Aboriginal peoples towards non-Aboriginal peoples is 
documented widely across the different literature. In the 2002 Gordon Inquiry into government 
agency responses to family violence and child abuse in Aboriginal Communities, there is a strong 
sense across all findings that ‘historical service delivery by government agencies has resulted in a 
climate of mistrust by communities and uncertainty from government agencies,’ and other inquiries 
noted that ‘trust may be lost where [government agencies are] obliged to use statutory powers 
against the wishes of the community.’278 Considering the current Northern Territory child removal 
rates, this lack of trust is hardly surprising. The Gordon Inquiry notes explicitly that Aboriginal 
peoples’ mistrust of government agencies is both preceded and exacerbated by the involvement of 
social workers and police in domestic disputes. 
There is widespread dissent about the role of the criminal justice system and its appropriateness in 
Aboriginal communities… [there is also] difficulty in dealing with situations where women need to 
remain in communities because their family, kin and significant attachments to both people and land 
are there. The capacity to move and become anonymous is much less an option for Aboriginal 
women than for non-Aboriginal women.279 
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I argue that this mistrust is symptomatic of the wider settler colonial Australian justice system, 
which continues to force assimilation upon Indigenous peoples. The impact of the Stolen 
Generations, institutionalized historical violence and the assimilationist policies of the twentieth 
century have all brought the Australian ethical system to where it is today. Centuries of the unjust 
treatment of Aboriginal peoples have created a racist and essentially segregated society in which the 
colonizer has subjugated Indigenous peoples in extreme ways, most notably via the Stolen 
Generations. The impact of colonization has had and continues to have horrific outcomes for 
Aboriginal communities. Indeed, a member of the Stolen Generations shares their perspective on 
assimilation in the Bringing Them Home report: 
We were completely brainwashed to think only like a white person. When they went to mix in white 
society, they found they were not accepted [because] they were Aboriginal. When they went and 
mixed with Aborigines, some found they couldn’t identify with them either, because they had too 
much white ways in them. So that they were neither black nor white. They were simply a lost 
generation of children. I know. I was one of them.280 
 
The feeling of being an outsider, of being marginalized and segregated in one’s own country is clear 
in this person’s experience. One of the most horrific things about the impact of the Stolen 
Generations is the way it damaged so many Aboriginal peoples not only physically and emotionally 
but also in a deeper sense, wounding senses of identity and belonging. What is more terrifying still 
is that child removals still continue well into the 21st century. There is an enormous wealth of both 
testimony and evidence to strongly support claims that colonial oppression continues against 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples today, and I will continue to cite these throughout this 
chapter. Presently, however, having considered trust and assimilation between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous groups in the Australian context, we shall turn our attention to considering notions of 
grief and forgiveness and the ways in which they interplay after the severe harm inflicted on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia. 
 
4.3 Forgiveness, Grief and Reconciliation  
Grief, as discussed in-depth in chapter two, is a severe form of the absurd experience. I argue that 
grief is partly a response to the void created by broken systems of ethics, as we are deeply impacted 
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not only by losses of loved ones or cultures, but also parts of our identities which are socially 
shaped and constructed by the wider ethical systems in which we live. Trauma is a consequence of a 
broken ethical system, and responses or lack of responses to trauma can contribute heavily to the 
reparation or otherwise of that ethical system. In thinking about grief and trauma, I refer back to my 
development of Carolyn Price and John Bowlby’s ideas in chapter two, where I conceive of 
anguished grief, desolate grief, followed by reconciliation, forgiveness, or repair. A Camusian ethic 
demands that we struggle towards ethical restoration, however, it does not prescribe any specific 
method. With my conception of grief in mind, I now wish to consider some Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander perspectives on grief and forgiveness.  
 
To begin, it is important to establish the custom of many Aboriginal communities across Australia 
to refrain from naming people who have passed on, for fear of disturbing their spirits. This belief is 
shared across the country, however it is perhaps not observed as closely in states with greater 
populations of non-Aboriginal peoples.281 Furthermore, as a doctoral thesis by Dr Wendy Joy 
Hampshire highlights, the impacts of deaths in Aboriginal communities have been likened to deaths 
in war zones, as health outcomes for people of Aboriginal descent are often significantly worse 
when compared to health outcomes for those of non-Aboriginal descent. For example, Aboriginal 
women are 37 times more likely to die from diabetes than non-Aboriginal women, and the same 
cause is at a rate of 23 for Aboriginal men.282 Aboriginal peoples are also disproportionately more 
likely to experience traumatic loss, with higher suicide rates than the non-Aboriginal population. 
Mental health issues like depression and anxiety are also leading causes of deaths amongst 
Aboriginal populations, and all of these problems support the notion that settler colonialism 
continues well into the 21st Century.283 This evidence epitomizes that the current policies, funding 
cuts in conjunction with institutionalized racism are all contributing to the perpetuation of harm 
against Aboriginal peoples in Australia. Grief and loss in Aboriginal communities is often referred 
to as ‘sorry business,’ as explained by a member of the Dunghutti Aboriginal community in New 
South Wales:  
Sorry business is different to mainstream grieving practices. It’s because of the importance of 
kinship and relationship stuff… if there is a basic understanding that relationships are different, there 
should be a basic understanding by the mainstream that the grief will be different. Also when you 
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look at the statistics and the number of people dying, the number of people dying is huge; there is so 
much sorry business.284 
 
This testimony emphasizes that experiences of death may be more common for those in Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities than in non-Indigenous communities, which creates a 
unique grief pattern and in turn, a unique set of requirements for grieving and healing in different 
Aboriginal groups. I wish to draw upon the perspective of Yolngu elder Djambawa Marawili from 
Arnhem Land. Marawili explains one of the ways in which his community in the Northern Territory 
responds to loss:  
The whole community gets together and shares that sorrow within the whole community… We have 
to cry, in sorrow, share our grief by crying and that’s how we break that [grief], by sharing together 
as a community. This is an important aspect of our culture… We go there to meet people and to 
share our sorrows and the white way of living in the town is breaking our culture.285 
 
Dr Galarrwuy Yunupingu also shares a story of sorry business after the passing of an elder in his 
Yolngu community in north-eastern Arnhem Land, and somberly compares the pride, beauty and 
respect entailed in the ceremony with Western forms of sorry business. We come to understand 
through his words some of the extent of devastation that comes out of cultural destruction when 
Aboriginal peoples are not able to grieve in a way that is culturally safe, and he conceptualizes 
Western-imposed rituals as being hasty and careless: ‘into a coffin, nailed in, screwed down, 
without love and without respect.’286 We might contrast this with Yunipingu’s account of the 
passing of an elder during his schooling at Yirrkala: 
Murtitjpuy took his delicate human-hair brush and his ochres, and began to paint his father’s body. I 
remember the painting as the most beautiful I have ever seen. Murtitjpuy was so focused. He was in 
his own world, delicately working with the brush. He said no words to explain, but the painting 
spoke of power and authority... The men and women of the Yolngu world came and lined the beach, 
and Wonggu’s sons carried him on high, in a procession of dignified authority. And then the tears 
broke: men and women, including my father, were crying and lamenting the passing, throwing 
themselves about and calling out in respect of this man. At the grave we were directed in the shark 
dance, the sacred totem of the Djapu.287 
 
                                                 
284 Ibid. 97 
285 Olive N. (1997) Karijini Mirlimirli: Aboriginal Histories from the Pilbara: Fremantle Arts Centre Press. 126 
286 Yunupingu G. (2016) Rom Watangu. The Monthly. Carlton, Melbourne, Victoria: The Monthly Pty Ltd, 19-29. 21 
287 Ibid. 
115 
 
The violence of colonization is not limited to government policies, forcible removals or other direct 
means. Instead, as Marawili and Yunupingu highlight, the destruction of culture reinforces the 
trauma of colonization and perpetuates further harm against Aboriginal peoples. It is thus hugely 
important that Indigenous grief processes are not interfered with by non-Aboriginal peoples. 
Nonetheless, larger-scale expressions of grief are more common in Aboriginal communities than 
they are in Western conceptions, and beliefs surrounding death and dying are complex and very 
different between groups. As Hampshire outlines: 
Health from an Aboriginal perspective incorporates a whole-of-life outlook which not only focuses 
on the social, emotional and cultural wellbeing of the individual but of the entire community... 
Aboriginal peoples may believe that the cause of disease is because the person was removed from 
their homeland or from being exposed to a metaphysical force.288  
 
Beliefs surrounding death are varied, but there are some common rituals and practices. Most 
notably, connections with land and communities are stronger in Aboriginal groups, and grief is, in 
all of the accounts I collected, conceived of as something shared between everyone. A wider sense 
of intergenerational historic grief is also communicated in many accounts, where trauma is a part of 
a collective identity within the community because of residual trauma and wider socioeconomic 
issues stemming from colonization. Two persons of Dunghutti descent explained this sentiment: 
Well, I think it’s like, being Koori, you’re kind of like really family orientated… you take on a lot of 
families’ grief as well… I think that you take it on subconsciously, like if you know, your brother 
may be sad ‘cause one of his kids might be put in jail or somewhere like that there, I think that you 
kind of like own a bit of that grief. 
 
Because this is where invasion or colonization or whatever you want to call it, happened. Where 
women had no choice around mixed blood children; where children were removed; where language 
was stolen; where our spiritual base was stolen. So I see that, then I see like I would see Dunghutti 
grief.289 
 
There are common threads in these responses to grief in that connections to land and to family and 
community are strong, much stronger than in many Western conceptions. While I wish to avoid a 
certain method of colonizing by conflating and compressing different views of Indigenous grief and 
then overlaying my Western conception of grief trauma, I do need to draw on some similar threads 
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in order to arrive at some optimal considerations for the purposes of this thesis. We can draw 
parallels between the two first stages of grief and some of the accounts of sorry business 
communicated in the sharing of experiences. It is clear that the impact of colonization has an 
enormous bearing on the way that grief is experienced in Aboriginal communities across Australia, 
as is particularly epitomized in the words of those quoted in the Hampshire study. I argue that the 
ethical systems of the different groups around Australia are anecdotally very tight-knit, particularly 
in rural settings, and so people’s reliance on other selves is strong in influencing intersubjective 
collective identities. 
 
As was earlier emphasized by a member of the Dunghutti community in the Hampshire study, in 
communities where kinship nets are cast wider than in other communities, it is reasonable to 
anticipate that grief will be wider and more shared. This wider grief and kinship, I argue, reinforces 
collective identity and collective trauma as an intersubjective phenomenon. In the case of Australia, 
the overwhelming silence in response to the severity of trauma, and the lack of responses to 
socioeconomic problems facing Aboriginal communities are incredible when compared to the 
severity of the conditions of the broken Australian ethical system. Camus memorably opens The 
Myth of Sisyphus: ‘there is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide.’290 If 
suicide rates are high in Indigenous Australian populations, this is more than just a truly serious 
philosophical problem and is reflective of the wider struggle against continuing colonization which 
re-traumatizes and recursively destroys and devastates. Because people are shaped socially by these 
wider ethical systems, we internalize the narratives of our ethical systems and the more invested we 
are, the greater the extent to which we are damaged, and our ethical systems are damaged in turn. 
The first stage, anguished grief, is a clear response throughout the anecdotes conveyed in this thesis. 
There is an outpouring of grief in the communities cited, and a sense of incomprehension at the 
absurdity of the level of injustice that has befallen Indigenous communities at the hand of the 
colonizer. I argue that this stage continues to reoccur in Aboriginal communities as the colonial 
narrative of death continues to claim lives, one after the other: 
I guess there is really a lot of trauma in the Aboriginal community, a lot of deaths of people just too 
young. The age of Aboriginal peoples is shocking – at third world level; and it’s just not getting any 
better regardless of what we do. I guess there’s also a lot of death in the Aboriginal community – 
there’s always some funeral on - and violent deaths as well.291 
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This Dunghutti person reflects on trauma and death, and we could conceive of this outlook as part 
of the second stage of grief - desolate grief. Reflecting on the absurdity of the world is symptomatic 
of reaching this second stage, where the grieving person ‘has accepted that the separation cannot be 
reversed.’292 While desolate grief is a healthy response to the absurd, it may mean that those who 
experience it have an enormous sense of losing trust in the world. The grounding of their ethical 
system is thus shaky, which impacts people on many levels, even more so if the grieving subject is 
continuously being re-traumatized by further breaks in an ethical system perpetuated by unfair 
conditions of marginalization and subjugation. We know that health outcomes for Aboriginal 
peoples are very poor in Australia: indeed, 2014 data shows that ‘for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander males in NSW the median age at death was 57 years… for Western Australia the median 
age was just below 50 years.’293 The sheer number of deaths mean that this continuous re-
traumatization presently makes reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples 
properly impossible with regard to the Australian ethical system. It is for this reason that practical 
reconciliatory efforts, and indeed, must be made central to government agendas at both a federal 
and state level in Australia, which brings us to a further consideration of the kinds of harms 
perpetuated by the Australian government, and the form of redress offered to Aboriginal peoples in 
the contemporary era. 
 
4.4 Reconciliation and Redress in Australia 
As I have demonstrated throughout this chapter, Australia as a country is far from reconciled, and 
the efforts to reconcile on the part of the government have been limited mostly to formal gestures 
without comprehensive action to prevent the same historical injustices from reoccurring. The kinds 
of violence experienced by Aboriginal peoples in Australia are often not only immediate and 
physical kinds, but are also systematic as well, for example, the 2014 budget’s $534 million cuts to 
programs aiding Aboriginal peoples, schools in remote areas being closed down across the country, 
and mining companies digging up sacred Aboriginal land to extract uranium and other resources.294 
Actions that cause great pain for many Aboriginal peoples are not only restricted to those events in 
the present or immediate past either. We must acknowledge historical injustices and the profound 
devastation that they bring to Aboriginal peoples in Australia. Leader Galarrwuy Yunupingu of East 
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Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory shares how atrocity and injustice stemming from 
colonization are remembered and how deeply such memories impact Yolngu groups: 
When Europeans came to East Arnhem Land, this is how they introduced their world to the Yolngu. 
The old people carried the knowledge of these murders inside them… we heard that my father and 
other senior men from all the clans unified against the cattle prospectors and land thieves, who 
hunted and killed Yolngu women and children. These events and what lies behind them are burned 
into our minds. They are never forgotten. Such things are remembered. Like the scar that marked the 
exit of the bullet from my father’s body.”295 
 
I have drawn upon some of the testimonies from those of the Stolen Generations, who suffered such 
severe human rights abuses. In considering these testimonies in conjunction with Yunupingu’s 
description of the way colonization impacted his ancestors, we begin to think about how much is 
owed by so many to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and to their descendants in 
Australia. While there may have been other attempts at reparation, the most notable endeavors have 
been state government apologies and perhaps more significantly, financial redress (offered by every 
state except Victoria), the 2008 Apology by Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, treaty negotiations, as well 
as non-governmental organizations like Recognize and Reconciliation Australia.296 In section 4.1 I 
also considered briefly the Uluru Statement from the Heart, which is one of the most important 
collective statements in the living history of Australia. Cobble Cobble Aboriginal woman Megan 
Davis writes that the government’s rejection of the statement: 
Reveals an incurable contempt for the authority and legitimacy of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples as the first peoples of this nation. Asking people what they want and then rejecting 
it because it doesn't align with one's poorly conceived idea of liberalism is one thing. Ignoring one of 
the few deliberative constitutional processes in Australia's history, particularly for a population that 
was excluded the first time around, is another. 
 
The audacity of the government to reject the statement, which originated at a constitutional 
convention of over 250 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leaders in Uluru, is astounding. 
Furthermore, the lack of more comprehensive reconciliation is difficult to understand considering 
the obvious destruction that colonization has caused, but nonetheless, we will consider future 
reconciliation alongside treaty negotiations in the following of this chapter. 
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To give a broad legal history, the origins of reconciliation in Australia began in the 1930s with the 
Aborigines Progressive Association, who, in 1938, along with the Australian Aborigines’ League, 
declared the 26th January a day of mourning for Aboriginal peoples.297 The 1965 freedom rides and 
the 1967 referendum were both important historic moments, and the referendum’s overwhelming 
majority vote meant that Aboriginal peoples began to be counted in the census.298 The 
Commonwealth government also then had the prerogative to make laws for Aboriginal peoples, but 
it wasn’t until 1972 that the Department of Aboriginal Affairs came into existence, along with the 
Aboriginal Tent Embassy, and the Racial Discrimination Act, the latter of which was passed in 
1975 in Australian Parliament.299 Shortly after this, in 1992 the High Court recognized native title in 
the significant and historic Mabo v Queensland case. The Native Title Act came about in 1993 as a 
result of the Mabo case, and following this was the 1997 Bringing Them Home report, which has 
provided us with testimony from members of the Stolen Generations in this chapter. 
 
The 1997 Bringing Them Home report on the Stolen Generations was a major government research 
effort into the way that colonial Australia willfully oppressed and marginalized Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples. Acknowledging the findings of the report and the trauma suffered by 
those who gave their testimony, state governments of Australia apologized to Aboriginal peoples in 
different ways. The Premier for New South Wales showed great remorse in June of 1997, 
apologizing unreservedly ‘for the systematic separation of generations of Aboriginal children from 
their parents, families and communities,’ and even acknowledging ‘Parliament's role in enacting 
laws and endorsing policies of successive governments whereby profound grief and loss have been 
inflicted upon Aboriginal Australians.’300 South Australia also apologized in 1997, with The 
Honorable Dean Brown, Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, motioning that the South Australian 
Parliament express its ‘deep and sincere regret.’301 The Western Australian Parliament held a minute 
of silence to show respect for families of the Stolen Generations, and Members of Parliament 
apologized on behalf of Australian Capital Territory, Victoria and Tasmania in 1997. Curiously it 
took Queensland until May of 1999 to ‘[recognize] the critical importance to Indigenous 
Australians and the wider community of a continuing reconciliation process, based on an 
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understanding of, and frank apologies for, what has gone wrong in the past and total commitment to 
equal respect in the future.’302  
 
While there was pressure on governments leading up to the event, it wasn’t until 2008 that the 
Australian Federal Government formally apologized to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. The apology was made to those who were severely impacted by the kinds of government 
policies and actions that separated members of the Stolen Generations from their families, and 
wording of the apology by Kevin Rudd was very careful. There has been much discussion around 
this wording.  
We apologise for the laws and policies of successive Parliaments and governments that have 
inflicted profound grief, suffering and loss on these our fellow Australians. We apologise especially 
for the removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their families, their 
communities and their country. For the pain, suffering and hurt of these Stolen Generations, their 
descendants and for their families left behind, we say sorry. To the mothers and the fathers, the 
brothers and the sisters, for the breaking up of families and communities, we say sorry. And for the 
indignity and degradation thus inflicted on a proud people and a proud culture, we say sorry.303 
 
The apology was an important step in the history of reconciliation in Australia, as the responses in 
the following paragraphs indicate. It is very important to convey a certain sentiment, however, as 
expressed by Rudd, at the time of his speech: ‘symbolism is important but, unless the great 
symbolism of reconciliation is accompanied by an even greater substance, it is little more than a 
clanging gong. It is not sentiment that makes history; it is our actions that make history.’304 Amongst 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples there were a multitude of different opinions. Both 
urban and remote participants spoke of how it was a positive experience, with one person saying, ‘it 
touched my ayau [innermost being] and made me feel good,’ and another noting that the experience 
was ‘so deep and so profound, heartfelt but spiritual.’305 On the other end of the spectrum, however, 
there was enormous dissatisfaction and outrage: 
Then I think about other stuff that happened to us . . . the massacres . . . they poisoned the billabongs 
[waterholes]. You know some people round here have only got a few people of their clan group left. 
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So I think what about them? Was the apology supposed to be for that too? When do we get an 
apology for that?306 
 
This feeling was echoed by other participants, who urged that much more needed to be done, that 
the government’s duty was not fulfilled and that the government had a great responsibility to 
educate people as well as to be more active in working towards reconciliation. I will consider this 
discussion on the 2008 Apology in the following section, but in thinking about the kinds of actions 
taken by governments after the apology, we shall now consider the financial compensation offered 
by some (but not all) state governments to their Aboriginal peoples.  
 
Most notable are the responses to the apology by Tasmania, Queensland and Western Australia in 
2008, and South Australia’s 2014 Stolen Generations (Compensation) Bill. The former three states 
set up financial compensation programs which provided ‘monetary payments ex gratia for the abuse 
of children who were in institutional care.’307 While the establishment of these programs was a 
positive step forwards for reconciliation, Dr Stephen Winter has made the case that ‘ex gratia’ 
payments to those that have been harmed is incompatible with what is required for correct 
reparation, as ex-gratia gestures inherently imply that the paying entity has little to no responsibility 
in causing the harm that led to the need for an ex-gratia payment. Even so, between 2003 and 2009, 
Queensland, Tasmania and WA all accepted applications for abuse-in-care ex-gratia redress 
programs for those who had been abused while in the care of the State. These programs were not 
exclusively for members of the Stolen Generations, and assessors were to ‘calibrate payment 
amounts to individual experiences of injury.’308 Between the three, payments ranged between $7000 
(Queensland's lower-level limit) and $60,000 (Tasmania's upper limit) with the all combined 
funding sitting at just over 241 million.309 In all of these cases, applicants were required to waive 
their rights to future claims against the State. In addition, Tasmania established a 2006-2007 
program specifically aimed at redress for members of the Stolen Generations, which 
‘[distinguished] two levels of payment on the basis of wrongful removal. Those wrongfully 
removed were eligible for the second tier ($58,333) while their children were eligible for only the 
first-level payments of $5000.’310 At the time of writing this thesis, Victoria is the only state that 
does not have a redress program in place. 
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South Australia’s 2014 Stolen Generations (Compensation) Bill too allows for lump sum ex gratia 
payments ‘not exceeding $50,000 in recognition of the applicant's experience of being a member of 
the Stolen Generations and the impact of that experience.’311 As aforementioned, what is 
problematic about the ex gratia nature of these payments is that it means that each government 
admits no fault or culpability for wrongdoing. An ex gratia payment is a payment one makes in an 
act of grace or generosity, and yet the payments are not generous nor graceful – they are necessary 
and not sufficient for the loss suffered and the harm inflicted. While the sentiment expressed in the 
2008 apology may have been both critical and authentic, the ex gratia nature of the consequential 
series of financial redresses tells us that the Australian ethical system has a very long way to go 
indeed before reconciliation is achieved. The demands of restoration after injustice are so great in 
the case of Australia that it will most certainly take a long time to meet them. Nonetheless, the 
current level of action on the part of the government is not enough. At the time of writing, there 
have been discussions surrounding redress in Victoria, however nothing official has been put into 
place.  
 
Despite these apologies and compensation schemes, there are indications that in some places, the 
government’s treatment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is getting worse – as 
aforementioned in section 4.2, a Royal Commission into Northern Territory prisons demonstrated 
severe human rights breaches at the hand of Australian prison staff and the wider Northern Territory 
government.312 Throughout the report into Northern Territory Youth Detention, the commission 
records the testimony of witnesses and detainees, and reviews standards and practices in youth 
detention centers in the region. One child says that they were put into solitary confinement in a 
padded cell: 
There was no button for intercom and no toilet. I had to ask them for everything. I was only allowed 
out for 30 mins or an hour a day. I had to choke myself or piss outside the door or block the camera 
or play dead to get them to come so I could go to the toilet or get a drink. Sometimes they didn’t let 
us out. They’d say, “don’t give a fuck, you can just shit right here.”313 
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This account of inhumane treatment was not unusual among the numerous testimonies alleging 
human rights breaches throughout the report, and some behavior by detention center staff is 
particularly vulgar and disturbing. The report found that: 
Detainees were frequently subjected to verbal abuse and racist remarks... youth justice officers 
deliberately withheld detainees’ access to basic human needs such as water, food and the use of 
toilets. This conduct was inconsistent with the basic human right contained in Article 37(c) of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child ... At times, youth justice officers dared 
detainees, or offered bribes to detainees, to carry out degrading, humiliating and/or harmful acts. 
This conduct was inconsistent with the basic human rights.314 
 
The final report concludes with 24 pages of findings, most of which list human rights breaches, and 
43.7 recommendations. To date it is not clear whether any of these have been, or will be 
implemented, however some of the prison staff have been referred to police. 
 
In thinking about human rights abuses, investigations and forms of redress with regard to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, Martu elders in Jigalong, Western Australia, have 
also advised that forcible removals are still occurring. Elders in Jigalong spoke to news media, 
referring to the 2002 film Rabbit-Proof Fence, which tells the story of three young Aboriginal girls 
who are forcibly removed from their mothers at the height of assimilation policy in Australia. The 
three girls make a long trek back home to Jigalong along the fence that the film’s title refers to. 
Martu Elder Heather Samson spoke of child removals in 2015, saying that ‘nothing changed. This 
Stolen Generation never ended. They think it is changed, but nothing. I don't believe it.’315 The same 
article reinforces Elder Samson’s outlook, reporting that the number of Aboriginal children in care 
is increasing – over 15,000 in 2015 whereas in 1997 there were 2,400, and the most recent data 
from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare supports this account, with Indigenous children 
receiving child protection services or (protection orders and/or care) at a rate of 146.4 per 1000, as 
compared to 126.9 per 1000 three years ago.316 What’s more is that, as aforementioned, the 2017 
Royal Commission into the Protection and Detention of Children in the Northern Territory noted 
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that ‘the number of children under child protection orders has tripled over ten years,’ making it 
clear that these trends are not an anomaly.317  
 
These findings are deeply upsetting and reflect levels of child abuse that stem from systematic 
violence and colonization, as Aboriginal magistrate Sue Gordon highlights. ‘Indigenous experiences 
of violence and abuse are different from those of non-Indigenous peoples in Australia, as are 
responses to the problem, perpetuating the systemic cycles of violence plaguing many Indigenous 
communities.’318 The historical injustices that began with colonization in the nineteenth century 
continue to negatively impact Aboriginal peoples in Australia in the twenty-first century, and this is 
why the kinds of reconciliatory efforts being made by the Australian government today are not 
functioning as well as we might hope. Indeed, while the 2008 Apology may have opened up 
dialogue between different peoples in Australia, its failure to engage with the problem of 
colonization and the lack of structural change after the apology suggests that it may have been little 
more than a symbolic gesture by the government. At the very least there seems to be an incomplete 
understanding about the kind of action required. Having offered some consideration of historical 
apology and redress, I finally wish to consider the present state of affairs in Australia with regard to 
the recent Uluru Statement, treaty propositions, and future reconciliation. 
 
4.5 Treaty, Apology, and Institutional Change in Australia 
I now lastly consider scope for a treaty alongside the responses to the Uluru Statement and the 2008 
Apology. As Elizabeth Strakosch theorizes:  
Progressive, social liberal settler narratives focus on change; they acknowledge that colonization 
existed, but push it into the past by identifying a moment of political break. This break is generally a 
settler state act of recognition and inclusion – of Indigenous people either as citizens, or as unique 
cultures, or as rediscovered treaty partners, or as self-determining entities inside the state. Such a 
break might also involve state apologies for past colonial violence and official encouragement of 
greater social understanding (often under the temporally paradoxical label of ‘reconciliation’). These 
acts aim to separate the tolerant, inclusive present from the exclusionary, colonial past… In this 
account, liberalism saves itself from its settler colonial past.319 
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Strakosch’s analysis perfectly summarizes the kinds of political rhetoric advanced by the Australian 
government. While the apology was a positive step forward, little actual action followed, and the 
fact that the Uluru Statement was rejected by the government ten years later demonstrates a lack of 
true commitment to systematic change and the prevention of future injustices against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. What’s more is that the power dynamic involved in apology 
means that often when a person says ‘sorry,’ some of the onus of action is transferred back onto 
those who are owed the apology, and the person making the apology feels a sense of release in that 
they may no longer consider themselves to be as culpable. Catherine Philpot, Nikola Balvin, David 
Mellor and Di Bretherton also make this point after collecting the responses of different Aboriginal 
peoples to the 2008 apology, noting that ‘victim and perpetrator groups are likely to have very 
different experiences of apology interactions,’ and that in apologizing, ‘transgressor groups may 
make themselves oblivious to the ongoing harms they might be inflicting on those deemed the 
other.’320 I will argue this in more detail in the following chapters, but for now will make the claim 
that this notion of decreased culpability may hinder the progress of extensive reconciliatory action 
by perpetrators of violence (systematic or otherwise). This may be the case in Australia, where, as 
Charlotta Lomas articulates:  
The [2008] apology sought to reconcile injustices in the nation's history without fully confronting 
and coming to terms with the true nature of it. Rather than confronting the past openly, it may have 
subverted the intentions of the reconciliation process, in fact furthering the nation's collective 
forgetfulness. At the heart of this limitation in the apology is Australia's paranoid nationalism, 
settler-state nationalism unsettled by the fragile nature of its questionable sovereignty.321 
  
I do not wish to argue that the apology was not a positive and authentic step forwards for 
reconciliation in Australia. However, it is important to consider the ways in which the 2008 apology 
has impacted ethical restoration in the country since the event via the lenses of forgiveness and 
power. To return to the Uluru Statement, which was the result of a gathering of over 250 Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples at Uluru in 2017, the Statement most notably called for the 
‘establishment of a First Nations Voice enshrined in the Constitution’ and ‘a Makarrata 
Commission to supervise a process of agreement-making between governments and First Nations 
and truth-telling about our history’.322 These demands seem very fair given the violent settler 
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colonial history of Australia, and given that the federal government has demonstrated their inability 
to affect the kinds of institutional change to prevent further harm to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities. 
 
On a more positive note, there is evidence that the Uluru Statement has had impact at the state level, 
as in June 2018 the Victorian parliament passed the ‘Advancing the Treaty Process with Aboriginal 
Victorians Bill,’ which ‘establishes the framework for forming the Aboriginal Representative 
Body.’323 This body will be in charge of establishing a treaty framework in Victoria, and while the 
federal government is conducting hearings in response to the Uluru Statement, the Northern 
Territory government has signed ‘an agreement to begin treaty talks,’ and other state governments 
had indicated they may also be open to the same.324 Nonetheless, the Australian ethical system 
remains a volatile environment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples across the country. 
Centuries of trauma has devastated levels of trust between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples 
alike, and so it may take centuries to achieve a positive balance of trust overall. It is also hugely 
important to consider the notion of sovereignty, not least because of the Australian government’s 
lack of understanding of Indigenous peoples’ relationships to land, and this topic has been 
considered in the media more widely than usual of late. Cobble Cobble woman Megan Davis writes 
that:  
’Sovereignty’ is a Western concept. Aboriginal peoples, however, use it to describe law and custom, 
and the ongoing responsibility for country. Many Aboriginal scholars suggest that we find another 
way to capture the essence of this. The notion of a settlement between the state and our ancient 
polities is inextricably linked to the proposal for symbolic acknowledgement in the Constitution.325 
 
Davis highlights here the complexities around terminology, and the potential for miscommunication 
in trying to co-opt Western concepts of guardianship, ownership and property onto Aboriginal 
custom. The relationships between people and country are very different to white Australian 
conceptions of relationships to land in Australia. Ultimately, it ought to be up to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islanders and not the colonizer to decide what kind of legal recognition or legal 
framework (if any) is most appropriate moving forward, and both Australian federal and state 
governments need to do their best to facilitate these wishes. 
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4.6 Conclusion 
Throughout this first contextual chapter on the settler colonial nation of Australia, I have considered 
Patrick Wolfe's definitions of settler colonialism in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
perspectives alongside government reports and academic findings. In section 4.1 I focused on 
giving a brief history of invasion and discussed the devastating impacts that the arrival of British 
settlers had on Indigenous groups in Australia at the time, reaching into the twenty-first century. I 
also outlined the Bringing Them Home Report, and the horrific suffering of the members of the 
Stolen Generations, who were forcibly removed from their parents as children. Moving to a 
discussion on trust and assimilation in 4.2, I highlighted the seeming superfluidity of Indigenous 
peoples to land colonized by settlers, which is paradoxical as the Uluru Statement highlights, 
because Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have occupied Australia for 60,000 years 
(ref). The lack of trust between Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous peoples in Australia, as 
noted in 4.2, is not surprising given the vast history of historical injustices, including violently 
forced assimilation, denial of cultural access, and child removals. 
 
In section 4.3 I discussed forgiveness, grief and reconciliation, and drew upon the accounts of 
prominent and esteemed Aboriginal leaders to better comprehend some of the various Indigenous 
death rituals and grieving, as well as the wider context surrounding Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander deaths. This discussion gave way to an overview of historical reconciliation and redress in 
Australia, including the 2008 Apology and responses of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. In this section I also focused on the nature of state government redress schemes, noting that 
all governments except Victoria have established some sort of compensation scheme. After 
considering these accounts in relation to Camusian absurdity, I then discussed potential for treaty 
and institutional change in Australia, which, after the Uluru Statement, seems more promising than 
ever. In this final section I also offered some brief suggestions on further steps, but here reinstate 
that I ultimately believe treaty and further systematic and institutional change are the only ways that 
true reconciliation can be achieved. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples must be given a 
wider platform and greater legislative power to affect change, as the federal government particularly 
is unreliable in affording justice and compensation to those it has wronged so severely. Having 
considered the Australian context with regard to my framework, I now wish to move to chapter five, 
in which I employ my framework in response to historical justices in Aotearoa New Zealand. 
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Chapter Five: 
Reconciliation in Contemporary Aotearoa 
 
The impacts of colonization in Aotearoa New Zealand reach far into the 21st century, permeating 
social structures, institutions and systems of oppression operating at multiple levels across the 
country.326 Māori are indigenous to New Zealand, and often identify with ancestral groups of iwi 
[tribal units], hapū [units of descent] and whānau [extended family units]. Australia and New 
Zealand were both colonized at around the same time by British settlers, and ‘New South Wales 
was the mother colony for New Zealand as well as for eastern Australia.’327 However, the treaty 
signed between Māori and the Crown in 1840 is what has historically separated New Zealand from 
Australia, and this remains true at the time of writing. New Zealand is presently a settler colonial 
society, as the colonizers never left. Nonetheless, I shall begin this chapter on ethical restoration in 
Aotearoa New Zealand by giving a brief history of the colonization of New Zealand in section 5.1, 
then consider its impacts right up to the present day in section 5.2, seeking out the perspectives of 
Māori, for whom the after-effects of British colonial settlement have been utterly devastating. Next, 
in section 5.3, I apply my own reflections on using conceptions of trust, trauma and grief to 
consider forgiveness and grief in contemporary New Zealand, alongside the Camusian ethic I 
developed in chapters two and three. Section 5.4 considers the history of formal apology and direct 
redress in Aotearoa, with specific focus on Treaty of Waitangi settlements and the kinds of harms 
perpetuated against Māori by the Crown. This brings us to section 5.5 which concerns the current 
reconciliatory efforts in the country and offers a short discussion on the ways in which we might 
continue to reconcile after the deep historical injustices caused by colonial oppression and 
domination from British settlement to today. 
 
5.1 The Colonial Occupation of Aotearoa 
From an outsider’s perspective, New Zealand seems a small, peaceful nation in the South Pacific 
with great race relations and a harmonious social equilibrium. Indeed, many Pākehā [non-Māori] 
New Zealanders may view their country in the same way, as I will articulate later in this section. 
The experiences that I have gathered in this chapter, however, suggest that despite strong 
expressions of social, cultural and political leadership and self-determination by Māori, this is not 
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the case in accordance with the country’s bloody history of violent colonial oppression and 
invasion. In order to critique the colonial occupation of Aotearoa and evaluate its widespread and 
devastating consequences, it is important to first establish some historical background to adequately 
capture the historical injustice that has plagued the country since the arrival of British settlers in the 
nineteenth century. In this section I will give a broad overview of the history of Aotearoa, from 
colonial settlement to the present day. New Zealand Māori are descendants of Polynesian settlers 
that came by waka [canoe] to the country around 1250AD.328 Māori lived in Aotearoa New Zealand 
in groups of iwi [tribes], which were (and still are) broken down into smaller groups of hapū 
[descent groups] and whānau [extended family]. Māori history was kept through oral traditions, via 
narratives of waiata [song] and kapa haka [performance], and while there was conflict between 
different iwi, there was established trade between many groups. Early Māori had no contact with 
Europeans until Dutch explorer Abel Tasman landed in 1642 in the South Island, but upon being 
attacked by local Māori, Tasman left the island for Tonga. Captain James Cook was the next to 
invade, and repeatedly made trips between Britain and New Zealand throughout the 18th Century. 
Colonial British settlers began to flow steadily into the country in the nineteenth century, but it was 
not until the 6th February 1840 that the Treaty of Waitangi and Te Tiriti o Waitangi were signed 
between the Pākehā colonizers on behalf of the British Crown, and by Māori chiefs up and down 
the country.329  
 
There were 540 Māori rangatira [chiefs] who signed the treaty and te Tiriti, and there were copies in 
Māori and English. However, throughout this thesis I will refer mostly to ‘The Treaty of Waitangi’ 
to denote both versions for brevity.330 The Treaty has been a source of contention ever since, as there 
are several notable differences between the British and Māori translations of the treaty. 
Nonetheless, what is particularly problematic about Pākehā law and the English version of the 
treaty, is that both function to replace an already-well established system of Māori tikanga law.331 
The enacting of Crown law thus functions as a tool of the colonizer in a hierarchy that marginalizes 
the indigenous Other. Moana Jackson explains this idea, noting that Māori law has been ‘replaced 
by a mythology of Pākehā law which [seeks] to deny the reality of its cultural bias and its political 
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servitude through a dishonest rhetoric of impartiality and equality.’332 This dishonest rhetoric is an 
expression of historically willful oppression of Māori by colonizers, and was an abuse of the trust of 
Māori rangatira. Both the written and oral communication of the Treaty were deeply flawed, and it 
is widely acknowledged that the colonial miscommunications leading to the two different 
understandings of the treaty have had disastrous impacts for the country. 
Most significantly, the word ‘sovereignty’ was translated as ‘kawanatanga’ (governance). Some 
Māori believed they were giving up government over their lands but retaining the right to manage 
their own affairs. The English version guaranteed ‘undisturbed possession’ of all their ‘properties’, 
but the Māori version guaranteed ‘tino rangatiratanga’ (full authority) over ‘taonga’ (treasures, 
which may be intangible).333  
 
Miscommunications between the Crown and Māori have been a recurring theme in New Zealand’s 
history, and despite Māori retaliation, colonizers have repeatedly taken Indigenous land via 
‘compulsory vestings, punitive confiscations, compulsory perpetual leases, and disputed purchases.’ 
This situation is exacerbated by settler misunderstandings of Māori conceptions of governance, self-
determination, ownership and relations to the wider environment.334 In chapter one I wrote about 
settler colonialism, and wish here to elaborate on the concept with reference to Patrick Wolfe: 
In the Indigenous case, it is difficult to speak of an articulation between colonizer and native since 
the determinate articulation is not to a society but directly to the land, a precondition of social 
organization. Since it is incoherent to talk of an articulation between humans and things, this social 
relationship can be conceived of as a negative articulation. Settler colonies were (are) premised on 
the elimination of native societies. The split tensing reflects a determinate feature of settler 
colonization. The colonizers come to stay – invasion is a structure not an event.335   
 
Invasion in the case of Aotearoa continues to be a structure and not an event, as I will explore later 
in this section. Māori are subjected to forced assimilation towards Western values as a symptom of 
settler colonialism. Nonetheless, when compared with other nations, Indigenous representation and 
political power has been strong in New Zealand. Within the colonial legal system, Māori were 
granted four designated seats in parliament from 1867 onwards, although Indigenous voters had to 
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vote with a show of hands until 1937, while Pākehā could vote by secret ballot from 1870 
onwards.336 While Māori did have some compromised access to the colonial political system, many 
lived rurally and so voting locations in regional courthouses were difficult to access. Further to this 
issue, some of the first Māori Members of parliament found they had little influence or ability to 
impact the kinds of issues that affected their peoples most, ‘such as land confiscations, land 
alienation, the individualization of title to Māori land, and the English language as the medium for 
education.’337 A disproportionate majority of parliamentarians at the time were Pākehā colonial 
settlers, which was also problematic because it effectively disenfranchised Māori. 
 
The British Crown’s accrual of Māori land led to the bloody conflict of the New Zealand wars, as 
this limited political representation was not in accordance with the expectations of the rangatira that 
signed the Treaty.338 Spanning from the 1840s till the 1870s with smaller skirmishes into the 1890s, 
these wars were devastating to Māori; the lives of 2,000 indigenous peoples and 1 million hectares 
of land were estimated to have been lost in this period of time alone.339 The confiscations did not 
stop here, however – in 1920 Māori land dropped to only 4.7 million acres, down from the already-
reduced 7.1 million acres held in 1911.340 The Māori population was heavily impacted too, and 
horrifically, by 1896, had declined by at least 150,000.341 Losing 150,000 people to warfare is an 
enormous figure – it is estimated that pre-colonization, Māori were thriving at a population of 
around 100,000 in 1769, but ‘by 1840 it was probably between 70,000 and 90,000… at its lowest 
point in 1896 it was around 42,000.’342 The population declines by the 1890s were also largely due 
to new diseases brought by settlers ‘such as measles, mumps… whooping cough… [and] introduced 
respiratory diseases, particularly bronchitis and tuberculosis,’ which Māori had little immunity to, 
having no previous exposure to these illnesses.343 The British invasion of New Zealand thus 
decimated Māori land and livelihood despite the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi. The 
colonization of New Zealand has had far-reaching negative outcomes that continue to the present 
                                                 
336 Sullivan A. (2003) Effecting Change Through Electoral Politics: Cultural Identity and the Māori Franchise. The 
Journal of the Polynesian Society 112: 219-236. 221 
337 Ibid. 222 
338 The New Zealand Wars are sometimes also known simply as the Land Wars, or Ngā pakanga o Aotearoa. 
339 Keenan D. (2012) New Zealand Wars Overview. Available at: http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/new-zealand-wars/page-
1. 
340 Sullivan A. (2003) Effecting Change Through Electoral Politics: Cultural Identity and the Māori Franchise. The 
Journal of the Polynesian Society 112: 219-236. 223 
341 Mikaere A. (2011) Colonising myths - Māori realities: He Rukuruku Whakaaro, Wellington: Huia Publishers & Te 
Wānanga-o-Raukawa. 
342 Pool I. (2011) Effects of colonisation on Māori. Available at: http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/death-rates-and-life-
expectancy/page-4. 
343 Ibid. 
132 
 
day. I now wish to examine the impacts of this violent colonization into the 20th century and the 
present-day era. 
 
The first and second world wars combined with the slowing of rural economies in New Zealand 
created a demand for labor in cities, which largely drove the movement of Māori to urban centers 
like Auckland and Wellington, the country’s two largest settlements.344 Government policy of the 
day, most notably influenced by the 1960 Hunn report, dictated that Māori and Pākehā New 
Zealanders, rather than embrace biculturalism, ought to integrate and assimilate in order to develop 
a singular ‘kiwi’ identity, which gave rise to a practice known as ‘pepper-potting.’345 This practice 
was one in which government and councils attempted to prevent large Māori communities from 
forming in concentrations in urban centers. Many young Māori who moved to urban centers were 
thus alienated from iwi [tribal units], hapū [descent units], culture and tradition. Dr Paul Meredith 
of Ngāti Maniapoto tribal descent describes the impact of urbanization on indigenous New 
Zealanders moving to cities: 
In the city, [young Māori peoples] were separated from their marae [home meeting house] and all the 
traditions that constituted their tribal identity. They generally did not have their elders to guide and 
instruct them in ‘being Māori’. Because they had not grown up within the tribe they did not have the 
same sense of yearning to ‘go back home’. A rising generation looked Māori, but could not speak the 
language and knew little or nothing about their heritage and traditions.346 
 
The assimilationist attitudes of the 20th century gave way to a generation of urban Māori who were 
disconnected from their tribal and cultural identities, while many Māori still remained connected to 
culture and ancestral roots. Pat Hohepa wrote, describing Māori demographics in 1978: 
There is a majority of [Māori] under twenties, mainly urbanised, and with little knowledge of Māori. 
There are rural belts where there is a measure of autonomy of Māori tribal groups and where 
traditions and cultural practices have been continuous since original ancestors of the group peopled 
the area. There are rural belts where migration from other areas has been relatively recent and post-
European. Then there are areas in or near cities where the voices of the young and the dislocated are 
often heard, and these contrast vividly with entrenched communities virtually untouched by the 
rumblings of discontent.347 
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The rumblings of discontent are present in the 21st century, where racism remains rife despite the 
slow, progressive movement towards ethical restoration. To demonstrate both the extent of racism 
and the pushback by Māori and Pākehā alike in the contemporary era, I now consider three recent 
examples of rhetoric around the Treaty of Waitangi and colonial perspectives on Māori flourishing 
in contemporary Aotearoa. In 2004, Don Brash, who was leader of the National Party at the time, 
gave his ‘Nationhood’ speech, which stands out in the New Zealand cultural imaginary as 
particularly racist and problematic. Brash, speaking to voters at a Rotary Club in Orewa, proclaimed 
that there was a: 
Dangerous drift towards racial separatism in New Zealand… We are one country with many peoples, 
not simply a society of Pākehā and Māori where the minority has a birthright to the upper hand, as 
the Labour Government seems to believe.348 
 
This nonsensical rhetoric has proved popular enough that it continues to repeat itself across 
mainstream media channels, and Brash has continued to pursue these kinds of claims with his 
‘Hobson’s Choice’ lobby group, comprised almost entirely of older Pākehā folk, mostly men.349 The 
group aims to pursue the colonial assimilation of Māori under the guise of unity and oneness, and 
the group campaigns against Māori representation on this basis. Of course, Māori may be fairly 
well-represented across the New Zealand ethical system, however, considering the bloody history of 
colonization in New Zealand, it is difficult to understand why this constitutes an ‘upper hand’ for 
Māori, rather than justice, fair governance and self-determination under the Treaty of Waitangi. 
Nonetheless, the increasing representation and attempts at acknowledging the colonial past via 
methods of redress appear to have made some Pākehā, particularly the older generation, feel 
threatened. There are threads of this Pākehā discomfort across the mainstream media coverage of 
Waitangi Day itself, which commemorates the signing of the treaty, and is often the target of media 
scrutiny. 
 
In 2012, popular news media host Paul Holmes wrote in an opinion piece published in the widely-
circulated New Zealand Herald, that he was ‘over Waitangi Day:’ 
It is repugnant. It's a ghastly affair… the news will show us irrational Māori ghastliness with 
spitting, smugness, self-righteousness and the usual neurotic Māori politics, in which some bizarre 
new wrong we've never thought about will be lying on the table… Well, it's a bullshit day, Waitangi. 
It's a day of lies. It is loony Māori fringe self-denial day. It's a day when everything is addressed, 
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except the real stuff. Never mind the child stats, never mind the national truancy stats, never mind 
the hopeless failure of Māori to educate their children and stop them bashing their babies. No, it's all 
the Pākehā's fault. It's all about hating whitey.350 
 
Holmes demonstrates what Ani Mikaere refers to as the ‘Pākehā Problem,’ which I will discuss in 
greater detail shortly. She writes that: 
Pākehā have developed a range of strategies to deal with their guilt and their insecurities. These may 
be summarised as follows: selective amnesia - the ability to conveniently forget vast chunks of 
history as and when it suits; denial and distortion of the truth - an insistence, for example, that 
colonisation was overwhelmingly a positive experience for Māori; an obsession with looking 
forward rather than back - the constant fear of looking over one's shoulder for fear of having to own 
up to what has been done in the past; and the determination to cast oneself in the role of victim - the 
belief, for example, that any initiative designed to assist Māori is automatically detrimental to 
Pākehā.351  
 
In his ‘opinion’ piece published in New Zealand’s foremost national newspaper, Holmes has denied 
and distorted the bloody colonial history of New Zealand that led to the very conditions that Māori 
and sympathetic Pākehā take the opportunity to protest about on Waitangi Day. He implies that 
colonizers are not at fault, and that Māori are blaming the colonizer for socioeconomic issues, 
which he presumes were created by Māori, rather than say, hundreds of years of violent colonial 
discrimination and systematic racism, for example. I will offer further discussion on the Pākehā 
problem shortly, but for now, let us consider the comments of former New Zealand politician Sir 
Bob Jones who has a knighthood, and in 2001 claimed that Māori were a ‘a disproportionate drain 
on… expenditures’ and claimed that they would continue to be so long as ‘misplaced propaganda 
about their former culture is pursued.'352 Jones’ racism is symptomatic of neo-colonial attitudes that 
perpetuate to the present day, and in 2018 he claimed, in his column in the National Business 
Review: 
I have in mind a public holiday where Māori bring us breakfast in bed or weed our gardens, wash 
and polish our cars and so on, out of gratitude for existing. And if any Māori tries arguing that he/she 
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didn't have a slight infection of Irish blood or whatever, they might be the better for it, the answer is 
no, sunshine.353 
 
In this statement, Jones makes a racist and deeply problematic reference to racial purity, suggesting, 
disgustingly, that Māori ought to be grateful that they survived colonization, and that there are no 
‘full-blooded’ Māori left. In response to Jones’ hate speech, Filmmaker Renae Maihi and Professor 
Pou Temara gathered 70,000 signatures to present to parliament urging Prime Minister Jacinda 
Ardern to strip Jones of his knighthood as a means of condemning the hate speech.354 Jones 
retaliated by filing defamation papers.  
 
Moana Jackson gives context to these assimilationist attitudes, outlining European ethnocentrism, 
and racist notions about the Pākehā system that imply assimilation is the path to true 'progress' and a 
Victorian equation of 'civilisation' with technological advance.’355 In his paper considering the 
impact of the criminal justice system on Māori, Jackson demonstrates that criminality is falsely 
attributed to indigenous peoples as an inherent quality, rather than being questioned as a response to 
oppressive Pākehā values and institutions.356 The idea that Māori are inherently criminal continues 
to the present day, and the impacts of forced assimilation and deep disenfranchisement have had a 
terrible impact on many Māori peoples. In a Mental Health Commission report, one Māori woman 
shared her experiences of forcible assimilation. She expressed ‘it was no longer OK to be Māori and 
I shut down that part of myself… I did a lot of alcohol and drugs which first took me into the 
mental health system in the early 1980s. One day when I came out of a binge, I had slashed my 
wrists and I was hanging over the end of the bath.’357 The destructive and deeply distressing impacts 
of colonization in Aotearoa are absolutely overwhelming, and the manifestations of that 
marginalization and systematic oppression are apparent in the situation of Māori mental health. As I 
will demonstrate later in this section, coloniality in New Zealand has heavily influenced other 
outcomes for Māori. Jackson continues: 
The pain and loss caused by separation from one's papakainga [ancestral home] and Whānaunga 
[kin] have many emotional and behavioural consequences… An evaluation of the causes of 
behaviour should be sought not in the outward manifestations of loss, but in the societal forces which 
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have occasioned it… the difficulties associated with the urban shift are due in part not so much to 
their ‘cultural vulnerability,’ as to the inability or unwillingness of society to cater for their different 
kinship structures within an urban setting.358 
 
Recent New Zealand Health Survey results show that Māori are overrepresented in anxiety and 
depression numbers, being 1.5 times as likely as non-Māori to report having a mental health 
disorder. Furthermore, ‘Māori males were twice as likely as non-Māori males to report a high or 
very high probability of having an anxiety or depressive disorder.’359 Māori are also overrepresented 
in other social statistics with lower household incomes, lower life expectancies, higher death rates 
(especially due to cancers, heart diseases and diabetes), higher smoking rates, much higher criminal 
convictions, as well as other areas of health, welfare, crime, employment and education.360 Ani 
Mikaere highlights that the oppressive impacts of colonial institutions are exacerbated by prevailing 
Pākehā attitudes in New Zealand that prevent progress via the claim of Māori receiving ‘special 
treatment’ when programs are tailored explicitly with the purpose of improving outcomes for 
Māori.361 This is reflected in the comments of Jones, Holmes and Brash. Māori are recursively 
marginalized by an oppressor that claims affirmative action to improve their situation creates a 
situation of unfairness for the privileged Pākehā majority. Nonetheless, in thinking about 
government statistics surrounding indigenous peoples, it is also important to consider the colonial 
bias and narratives that influence such statistics. As Tahu Kukutai and Maggie Walter note, 
statistics from government institutions are ‘discursively positioned as a universal and efficient mode 
of objective and scientific inquiry,’ however these numbers are not as neutral as one might think, 
and indeed: 
Such data emerge from, and are given meaning through, the dominant frameworks of the settler state 
societies that produce and use them. Decisions on what data are collected, on whom, when, how, and 
in what format… are social, cultural and political artefacts with the power to define and exclude.362 
 
While gathering data on human flourishing is useful for determining whether policies are working, 
it is important to be wary of the ways in which that data is collected, phrased and presented. A key 
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facet of settler colonialism, as you may recall, is assimilation, and statistics and data can often hide 
underlying attempts to tell a certain narrative around Māori as a method of cultural erasure or racist 
stereotyping. Both government data and ‘closing the gaps’ policies can be problematic is that often 
end-goals are coordinated around Pākehā ideals, which means that while these programs and 
policies attempt to improve Māori affairs, they may unwittingly be exercises in recolonization and 
assimilation. As Ani Mikaere highlights: 
A person of Māori descent who is healthy, prosperous and well-educated but who does not 
participate in Māori society could not be regarded as a success in Māori terms. To the extent that 
assimilated Māori generally do not identify as Māori at all, they move to the Pākehā side of the 
equation and represent the ultimate success of the colonization project.363 
 
It is the case that while the New Zealand government and other official bodies aim for 
biculturalism, or announce goals that include better outcomes for Māori, systematic racism and a 
language of victimization largely controls the manifestations of these efforts. This sentiment is 
echoed particularly in the experiences of a Māori law student at Waikato University in the North 
Island of New Zealand. The department is known for its commitment to biculturalism and Māori 
legal studies. The student recounted an incident where, in a group of law students, she and another 
Māori student were asked to share their thoughts on the outcomes of the Treaty of Waitangi: 
I just said that we were hard done by and one of the women said, 'Oh, come on, you Māoris get 
everything put on your plate. Why can't you just get over it? Why can't you just get up and get out of 
it? I was in a stink marriage for years and years and I got out of it.' And I said to her, 'That's the 
difference. You were able to get out of it.' And she said, 'Oh come on, you've got to just get up and 
help yourselves.' I was so angry.364 
 
Even in institutions with an express commitment to biculturalism or equality that the problematic 
Pākehā attitudes, or the ‘Pākehā problem’ pervades. In invoking the notion of the Pākehā problem, I 
refer to Ani Mikaere who reframes the debate to place socio-political onus for historical injustices 
in New Zealand on the correct group of peoples. Mikaere highlights Pākehā fears and insecurities 
around the harms perpetuated against Māori in the name of an illegitimate state.365 New Zealand is 
considered to be an illegitimate state by some because of the dishonoring of the treaty, as well as 
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the communication breakdown and translation issues surrounding the document itself. As Arena 
Heta of Ngā hapu o Kāingapipiwai says, ‘Te Tiriti [the Māori version of the Treaty] allowed Pākehā 
to immigrate, to live amongst us, and to trade. There is nothing in Te Tiriti that gave them the right 
to govern us or be our sovereign.’366 Nonetheless, as aforementioned, Mikaere claims that the 
response to these insecurities entails ‘selective amnesia... denial and distortion of the truth... an 
obsession with looking forward rather than back... and the determination to cast oneself in the role 
of victim.’367 Rather than acknowledging their privilege the problematic behaviors of their ancestors, 
many white Pākehā falsely cast themselves as victims, making claims that Māori have been 
overcompensated for historical wrongs, and that affirmative action policy disenfranchises non-
Māori. 
 
These responses to Māori claims to subjectivity appear throughout the literature, as illuminated in 
the student’s experience at Waikato University, and Mikaere’s reframing is important as it 
highlights the current power imbalances at play in the New Zealand ethical system, as well as the 
responsibility of Pākehā to combat systematic racism and its impacts across all areas of society. We 
can thus see the deep-rooted and devastating impacts of colonization on Māori in New Zealand, 
particularly on urban Māori in the 21st Century who may be separated from ancestral lands, 
heritage, kin and cultural identity. Systematic racism in New Zealand has clear outcomes for social 
flourishing and health, and in my conception, many Māori might quite fairly have low levels of trust 
in the wider New Zealand ethical system as a result of the oppressive colonial history. With this in 
mind, I now turn to an examination of trust and a Camusian ethic as outlined in chapters two and 
three. 
 
5.2 Trust, Assimilation and Systematic Oppression 
As explored in the previous section, the impacts of colonization have been detrimental for Māori. In 
chapter one I made reference to Fanon, among other decolonial thinkers; ‘the problem of 
colonialism includes not only the interrelations of objective historical conditions, but also human 
attitudes towards these conditions.’368 The New Zealand government have made many relatively 
successful attempts at redress alongside strong Māori leadership, despite some New Zealanders 
perpetuating the Pākehā problem. Racist stereotypes about Māori are destructive and damage the 
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wider New Zealand ethical system as they cause breakdowns between many different types of 
people at all levels of society – interpersonal, community and otherwise. In chapter two I laid out 
frameworks for trust and trust-building in relation to trauma and absurdity in the context of this 
thesis, and I will revisit those frameworks here in the context of contemporary Aotearoa. Māori 
experiences of mental health were also mentioned in the previous section, and I will draw on further 
accounts in this section to emphasize the loss of trust in the New Zealand ethical system in the 
context of biculturalism. 
 
Breakdowns in trust due to racist attitudes towards Māori by Pākehā are exemplified particularly in 
the education and mental health institutions of Aotearoa. In chapters two and three I elaborated on 
the breakdown of trust within an ethical system. Trust in the New Zealand ethical system is between 
all members of society, regardless of ethnic background. Overall, OECD data shows that New 
Zealanders report higher interpersonal trust than in most other countries, coming in sixth after 
Scandinavian countries like Sweden and Denmark.369 New Zealand, while plagued by deep-rooted 
historical injustice, is a politically stable country with greater levels of relative peace than other 
countries, so it is likely that citizens should have higher trust in their ethical system than in 
countries with histories of more recent conflict or with poorer responses to historical injustice. This 
is illustrated by the higher levels of interpersonal trust between New Zealanders than, for example, 
the levels of interpersonal trust between Australians, as revealed by the same study, where Australia 
was positioned behind New Zealand.370 Even so, in chapter four I considered the Australia context, 
and it is apparent that the responses to historic injustice in Australia are not as extensive as they are 
in New Zealand. These slower responses to harms are thus reflected by their correlation with levels 
of interpersonal trust in Australia.  
 
Along the lines of Gry Ardal Printzlau and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, as laid out in chapter two, each 
citizen has a form of trust in the world which is ‘is pervasive, unreflected, and immediate… Pre-
reflective trust is a background feeling or attunement that grounds our lives, and we are not 
conscious of it until it is broken.’371 Because we are embodied subjects in the world and situated 
within our ethical systems, each person is mutually vulnerable towards each other person, and as 
intersubjective selves, we are comprised partly of others and their projections of self towards the 
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world we all inhabit. Trust, then, is something that is reflected between all citizens in New Zealand, 
and those surveyed in the previous study seem to have a reasonable amount of trust in their ethical 
system. While this may be approximately the case for many New Zealanders, it is not the case for 
all, particularly when government institutions fail them, or when a person’s experience of the world 
features some form of trauma. I have highlighted the ways in which Pākehā systems and institutions 
have failed to adequately accommodate Māori, particularly in terms of mental health and education. 
Indeed, the Pākehā-focused system is a part of what causes these outcomes, as Māori notions of 
success and flourishing include indicators that are not always factored in to measurements by non-
Māori systems. Sir Mason Durie, professor and psychiatrist of Rangitane, Ngāti Kauwhata and 
Ngāti Raukawa descent notes that: 
A Māori perspective sees health as a four-sided concept, representing four basic tenets of life. There 
is a spiritual component, a psychic component, a bodily component and a family component. On the 
marae these are referred to as 'te taha wairua', 'te taha hinengaro', 'te taha tinana' and 're taha 
whānau'. Together these components blend to form an integrated and comprehensive model for 
health.372 
 
This means that systems designed by the Pākehā majority may fail Māori, as the end-goals are not 
necessarily compatible with holistic Māori views of success. There have been efforts to counteract 
these problems, however, with Kura kaupapa Māori, or Māori immersion units in primary schools, 
affirmative action in University education, as well as developments for Māori mental health – as Liz 
Fenton highlights, ‘all 21 Hospital and Health Services [in New Zealand] now provide some mental 
health services for Māori, compared to only 13 in 1995.’373 These kinds of improvements in health 
outcomes demonstrate that increasing Māori representation across the board, Māori self-
determination and government efforts to support better outcomes for Indigenous peoples may be 
actively improving the status of Māori in New Zealand. 
 
Nonetheless, there are still ways in which Māori are disenfranchised by these Pākehā systems are 
reflected in the systems themselves – one Māori person reflected on the failure of the mental health 
system to cater to the full spiritual, psychic and family notions of Māori health, noting the common 
practice of elderly Māori to communicate with tupuna [ancestors], who had passed on. Accessing te 
ao wairua, or the spiritual world, they noted, is ‘as common as drinking or eating’ to Māori elders, 
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and yet ‘the hospitals are full of Māori who have been closed down from accessing [the spirit 
world].’374 This is part of the Pākehā problem explored in section 5.1 where colonial systems prevail 
and continue to marginalize Māori by attempting a project of assimilation instead of molding 
systems and institutions that accommodate the terms of the Treaty of Waitangi.  
 
The imposition of colonial Pākehā systems and ideals may be best reflected in prison statistics, 
where ‘Māori make up 50% of the prison population despite being only 15% of the population of 
this country.’375 A dominant trend across much of the literature I consulted for this research 
demonstrated that education systems that catered more fully to Māori were successful in helping 
young Māori achieve success across both Māori and Pākehā spectrums. According to studies 
surrounding overrepresentations of Māori in prisons, 45% of sentenced Māori prisoners had left the 
education system before their third year of high school. I argue that these statistics correlate with 
two key notions: firstly, that the New Zealand education system is failing young Māori, and 
secondly the idea that maintaining Māori culture in schools ensures the health, happiness and 
success of all students in that embracing Māoridom in moving towards reconciliation is likely to 
ensure harmony rather than social disarray.376 Pita, a high school student in a study by Sheriff noted 
that: 
The kapahaka group [a Māori cultural performance group] made me stay away from trouble, reform. 
I’m still with most of my friends from back then, but I don’t do the stuff that they do, like, they’ve 
all dropped out of school, at an early age, where I got into the kapahaka group… our parents were 
involved with it too.377 
 
Because white colonial Pākehā culture and systems are normative in New Zealand, they become 
invisible to the Pākehā majority who are likely to thrive under these conditions. As a result, it may 
not be obvious to Pākehā legislators, educators or organizers that their own cultures and institutions 
are not universally ideal for everyone living in New Zealand. Of course, this is not always just the 
result of Pākehā ignorance but is an integral part of indigenous oppression and assimilation. In the 
2017 documentary Under the Bridge, a film produced about Papakura High School in South 
Auckland, New Zealand, the school principal reinforces his belief in the importance of emphasizing 
and aligning education systems with kaupapa Māori, or Māori systems and policy. The school is 
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comprised of 64% Māori and 24% Pasifika, or Pacific Island students, which is particularly high for 
New Zealand.378 New Zealand European students make up 50% on average of schools across the 
country, with Māori comprising 24% and Pasifika students making up 10%.379 Because of the higher 
Māori roll, principal John Rohs has expressed a commitment to the principles of kaupapa Māori: 
The cultural context is critical for me. Too many young Māori leave school with no qualifications. 
And it can’t be that young Māori are not intelligent, it can’t be they are not equal in terms of their 
brain power as non-Māori, it has to be factors within the education system that contribute to that 
sense of failure.380 
 
In short, New Zealand needs more leaders and educators that take a position similar to Rohs in 
acknowledging the failure of the education system to cater to young Māori, as opposed to the failing 
of young Māori to adapt to an education system that alienates them in its attempt to assimilate and 
erase culture. Rohs in this sense may be a kind of Sisyphean hero, as his response to the break 
between the way he wishes the world to be and the way the world is, is to challenge the systems that 
create that world rather than failing to acknowledge that colonial systems and institutions are deeply 
flawed. As highlighted in chapter two, violence can be an experience of racism, and for Māori in 
Aotearoa, the violence that causes the pre-reflective break may saturate their world entirely, 
dislodging Māori persons from finding meaning in the world. Both Māori and non-Māori 
lawmakers, leaders and organizers alike have a responsibility according to the Camusian ethic I 
outlined in chapters two and three to respond to colonial violence and its outcomes with an attitude 
of revolt, freedom and passion, in line with the ethic of quantity and human solidarity.  
 
All peoples living in New Zealand ought to recognize one another’s humanity by striving to better 
understand each other and pushing the rock of reconciliation up the hill to build trust between 
peoples from different backgrounds and restore ethics in Aotearoa. As evidenced throughout this 
section, Pākehā institutions have served to marginalize Māori by failing to accommodate their basic 
needs under the terms of the Treaty of Waitangi, and by failing to ensure that the education, prison 
or health systems, among others, cater to the needs of Māori. In Aotearoa, Camusian suicide would 
be for all citizens, particularly lawmakers, to ignore these failings, thus resisting reconciliation and 
ethical restoration. This kind of failure on the part of citizens and lawmakers would be akin to 
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Kierkegaard’s leap – having all the facts about a situation and yet still choosing to perpetuate a 
status quo that continues to disenfranchise Māori. Reconciliation, on the other hand, is to 
acknowledge the failings of these institutions in catering to Māori, and taking up the challenge of 
change, just as Sisyphus struggles up the hill knowing his rock will roll back down. We may never 
achieve perfect justice; however, this does not make the struggle unworthy. Rather – it is precisely 
what gives such weight to the act of the struggle, as we strive towards a perfect standard which 
might never be realized. I now seek to address notions of grief and forgiveness in the New Zealand 
ethical system in order to better understand how we might best bring about ethical restoration 
according to the Camusian ethic. 
 
5.3 Forgiveness and Grief in Contemporary Aotearoa 
In chapter two, I explored the notion of grief and the ways in which it shapes our experiences. I 
argue that grief is a natural response to the absurd experience, as is the mourning of something that 
cannot be retrieved; ‘the mind that desires and the world that disappoints.’381 Systemic violence, 
alienation and disenfranchisement are bound to produce a feeling of absurdity in this sense, as an 
objective sense of justice may be lost because the world has no response to such logic. In the case of 
the New Zealand ethical system, the void may be the absence of a perfect and complete response to 
colonization by Pākehā, as well as the consequences of residual systemic injustice. As 
aforementioned, institutionalized Pākehā responses to colonization may do a disservice to Māori in 
that they do not align with Māori worldviews. Accordingly, I will review some of the Māori 
academic literature on healing and reconciliation. I further aim to consider grief, absurdity and 
forgiveness in the context of Aotearoa, and will also focus on some of Jean Améry’s work to 
highlight the importance of remembering, and the role of resentment along the lines of Mihaela 
Mihai’s political philosophy.  
 
To begin, I draw upon the experience of Nicole, a Māori woman who tells Angela Moewaka 
Barnes, Ken Taiapa, Belinda Borell and Tim McCreanor about how her daughter was treated 
unfairly by her teachers in the New Zealand education system: 
My daughter got a trampoline… she was jumping, jumping and hit the walls and she had three 
scratches on the side of her face… I didn’t think anything of it, she just had like three sort of 
scratches… she came home and told me that she was taken to three different teachers to look at 
the…  scratches… they didn’t notify me, and so I went into the school the next day and I said, “why 
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were three teachers assessing her face?” … She told them honestly… “well, I was jumping on the 
trampoline…” then they go “Were you told to say that?”382 
 
I draw upon this example of interpersonal racism as symptomatic of this wider Pākehā problem, in 
connection with a wider ethical system that perpetuates distrust and disharmony between Māori and 
Pākehā. It may be the case that the best responses to institutionalized racism entail educating 
Pākehā and ensuring that systems cater to Māori needs and worldviews. However, these responses 
are a part of the reconciliation and healing processes, which, as I have shown in chapters two and 
three, necessitate a variety of forms of grief. Grief and forgiveness are complex concepts, and in 
this chapter, I aim to draw some parallels between the two concepts alongside restorative Māori 
conceptions of tapu, noa and karakia in order to ascertain some of the ways in which reconciliation 
might be possible within the context of contemporary Aotearoa. I will expand on these terms later 
in this section. As expressed throughout this thesis, trauma stemming from colonization is different 
from more immediate forms of trauma as it entails a breakdown in one’s ethical system on a much 
wider scale. It is useful to draw on the work of Native American woman Maria Yellow Horse Brave 
Heart, who says that: 
Historical trauma is cumulative emotional and psychological wounding, over the lifespan and across 
generations, emanating from massive group trauma experiences. The historical trauma response is 
the constellation of features in reaction to this trauma… Associated with [historical trauma response] 
is historical unresolved grief that accompanies the trauma; this grief may be considered impaired, 
delayed, fixated, and/or disenfranchised.383 
 
This kind of historical trauma and its response is important particularly in the New Zealand context 
in that it forms the background against which the ethical system is set. Collective trauma is 
comprised not only of a single event experienced by all, but by consecutive micro-events too which 
exacerbate and reaffirm one’s trauma. We might consider Nicole’s experience, as highlighted 
earlier. The experience of interpersonal racism is deeply upsetting for Nicole and is likely to be just 
one of many experiences of racism that she and her daughter will encounter throughout their lives. 
These small, repeated acts of violence reinforce Nicole’s trauma and comprise a part of collective 
experiences of racism between Māori peoples across Aotearoa after British invasion. Just as 
historical trauma is collectively experienced, it may be the case that it is also collectively resolved. I 
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now turn to an exploration of some of the Māori concepts of tapu, noa and karakia in order to tie 
collective notions of healing with historical trauma in Aotearoa. 
 
To begin, in his commentary on the use of karakia [prayer] at the beginning of restoration 
processes, Anaru Eketone recollects an incident where he was asked to perform CPR on a neighbor 
who had passed away. He says of the incident: 'I felt sure I had tasted death. I rinsed my mouth and 
brushed my teeth, but it felt as if death was on me and I felt that I couldn’t drive it from my mind or 
my body.'384 After the incident, he visited a priest who said a karakia for him, and Eketone 
expressed that he felt as though he had been cleansed or restored. ‘I think I must have wept because 
I felt that I was part of the world of the living again. I felt that I had gone through a process where I 
was now, to a large degree, in balance with the world.’385 Eketone speaks about the concepts of tapu 
and noa. These two states are complementary, with tapu being a state of special sacredness, and noa 
being the absence of tapu.386 Tapu, Eketone says, has two forms.  
 
Firstly, 'primary or intrinsic tapu that all humans have,' which comes from the human relationship to 
the divine.387 Everything has some of this life force, and this poses some form of ethical risk. The 
second form of tapu is an 'extension of tapu, where a person comes under occasional restrictions.'388 
These restrictions are generally specific to a sacred time or a sacred place, like at birth or upon 
entering a marae [meeting house] for the first time. Just as there are two types of tapu, there are two 
types of noa. Noa might be loosely translated as a kind of safety, or a freedom from sacredness or 
restriction - either positive noa, where people are free to do something after tapu has been lifted, or 
negative noa, where 'a person's tapu has been violated, where they become free from restriction in a 
negative way and [are] able to be treated as otaota, as rubbish.'389 Being free from restriction in the 
negative conception of noa removes the sacredness of your life. When one is indentured as a slave, 
one’s tapu is violated in this way. The notions of tapu and noa are unique to Māoridom, and while I 
do not wish to equate or conflate the terms with forgiveness, I argue that my framework 
surrounding forgiveness shares some strong themes. Forgiveness, as explained in chapter three, is a 
kind of third stage of grief in responding to the trauma of a broken ethical system. It signifies 
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movement towards reparation as a response to a break in ethics, an extraordinary act that removes a 
certain kind of negative sacredness from a person after they have done something unforgivable.  
 
Similarly, forgiveness is a marker of a restoration of trust or at least the movement towards it, 
which I argue is something that karakia does when factoring its role in removing noa or restoring 
tapu. In both systems, an extraordinary action changes the nature of the sacrosanct status of a 
specific person, place, entity or act. In this sense, this parallel connects my framework for ethical 
restoration with kaupapa Māori and helps us to think about valuable ways in which we might 
promote healing and restoration after colonization in line with an indigenous worldview or 
worldviews. To further consider healing from a Māori worldview, Mason Durie provides great 
insight into Māori methods of healing by expanding upon the three-step processes of tohunga. A 
tohunga is an expert person, usually a priest or healer. Durie says: 
In the first phase, assessment, the aim is to uncover the cause of the problem and to map out an 
approach to alleviate the distress that it has caused. The focus tends to be on a search for evidence of 
a breach of protocol which might have given rise to offence or insult... The underlying assumption is 
that the problem reflects a breakdown in relationships as a consequence of some unwise action or a 
failure to meet a social expectation... Incantations, 'karakia,' compromise the main feature of the 
second phase of the healing process... In the third phase of the healing process the healer 
recommends specific remedies. These may... require family members, as well as the 'patient' to 
undertake symbolic steps to 'undo' a perceived wrong.390 
 
There is much that we can draw from Durie’s explanation, and I see a parallel between my own 
theory and Durie’s description of tohunga. When someone performs an unforgiveable act, or when a 
harm is perpetuated and not resolved, there occurs a breakdown in trust. This breach of trust 
stigmatizes both those who have been harmed, and the person (or persons) who caused the harm. 
With tohunga, there is a phase of assessing what has caused the breakdown in relationship or 
damage to one's intersubjectivity, which is what I have aimed to do in the first two sections of this 
chapter. The second component of tohunga, according to Durie, is karakia, or prayer, and the third 
is finding remedies to restore ethics after the injustice or harm has occurred. We might consider the 
case of Bob Jones and his repeated hate speech towards Māori to illustrate intersubjective trust in 
Aotearoa. While his comments reflect his own racist views, the fact that this kind of speech is 
tolerated in any way by the New Zealand public contributes towards distrust between Māori and 
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Pākehā, widening the absurd chasm for Māori and preventing healing and reconciliation. This 
tolerance is exemplified in that he retains his knighthood, and that major media publications like the 
National Business Review and New Zealand Herald have repeatedly given him a public platform. 
The petition to parliament to strip him of his knighthood so far seems to have been unsuccessful, 
which further exacerbates the disconnect. 
 
Chapter three revolved around a discussion of absurdity, forgiveness and resentment. In my 
conception, the impacts of colonization in Aotearoa give rise to the feeling of absurdity as a form of 
trauma that rises out of repeated historical injustices and harms. In my Camusian conception, either 
one leaps or revolts as a response to this trauma. This may entail forgiveness or resentment, or a 
form of suicide. Because full and complete reconciliation has not occurred in New Zealand, 
resentment and revolt may be more common responses than forgiveness. Resentment, as I argued in 
chapter three, is an important and oft-neglected symptom of unresolved historical trauma. As 
Mihaela Mihai highlights, revolt and resentment expressed by victims of historical injustice ought 
to be recognized by legislators and government officials because ‘such emotions act as valuable 
signals of alarm that injustices need correction.’391 Just as Jean Améry held on to his own resentment 
in order to prevent the forgetting of the past atrocities committed by Nazis, anger or revolt 
expressed by Māori towards colonial instructions in New Zealand should not be ignored, and 
instead ought to be remedied in order to move towards reconciliation. To illustrate we might briefly 
consider the overrepresentation of young Māori men in prison statistics. Some of these young men 
may merely be responding with resentment and anger towards colonial manifestations of historical 
injustice, and these men ought to be listened to rather than locked away.  
 
The stigma around negative stereotypes of Māori as a part of the colonial project are reflected in 
contemporary New Zealand society, which are evident throughout this paper with the shared 
experiences of Māori. The long process of ethical restoration in New Zealand then, involves an 
addressing of this facet of the Pākehā problem in order to improve outcomes for all. To reconcile 
after the harm, there is a three-step process of grief: anguished grief, then desolate grief, and then 
lastly reconciliation, which in turn may lead to forgiveness. Restoring trust in the world after 
colonization in New Zealand, then, might involve a much more Māori-centric approach to 
reconciliation. This would mean setting colonial Pākehā systems aside and ensuring that the best 
                                                 
391 Mihai M. (2016) Negative emotions and transitional justice, New York: Columbia University Press. 38 
148 
 
interests of Māori are truly reflected in the nation's policies, institutions and systems. In the next 
section, I consider the extent to which this has been achieved in contemporary New Zealand.  
 
5.4 Apology and Redress in Aotearoa 
While Māori have made great strides in the face of systematic oppression in Aotearoa, the Pākehā 
problem still remains. In this section, I argue that much of this remaining work to be done stems 
directly from the Pākehā problem. This name, as discussed in section 5.3, is originated by Ani 
Mikaere, and denotes the Pākehā desire to forget the injustices perpetuated by the past, along with 
calls by non-Māori to ‘move on’ despite a lack of full and perfect redress for these historical 
injustices.392 In order to make amends for past harms, Pākehā must acknowledge that they have 
privileged access to a level playing field and disproportionate access to basic liberties and 
opportunities. Within the Aotearoa ethical system, institutions are designed by Pākehā to ensure 
Pākehā flourishing, and as aforementioned, this is not always compatible either with Māori 
flourishing or with the terms laid out in the Treaty of Waitangi. Indeed, Nuki Aldridge stated, in his 
opening remarks to the Waitangi Tribunal for the hearing of the Ngāpuhi Nui Tonu claim:  
We as Māori have yet to be credited with human intelligence that has the capacity to think and make 
decisions… The history that is being told to this Tribunal is tangata whenua [people of the land] 
Māori… yet here we are being bombarded by rules of engagement that are foreign to that history.393  
 
Bob Jones’ hate speech in his column implying that Māori have been over-compensated for 
historical injustices and claiming that they ought to show Pākehā ‘gratitude for existing’ 
demonstrates the kind of neo-colonial attitudes present in the country today.394 Pākehā systems 
continue to prevent Māori flourishing by setting these terms of engagement according to colonial 
Pākehā kaupapa [policy] instead of the kaupapa of by Māori terms. Nonetheless, there are many 
positive steps that have been made in New Zealand, and many of the positive changes and attempts 
at reconciliation have been made in line with Māori worldviews and consultation. To begin, I will 
focus on direct apology and redress, then in the section that follows, consider government efforts to 
improve Māori wellbeing overall as a part of reconciliation that recognizes the enormous 
disadvantage that colonization has caused for Māori. 
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My research demonstrated that there have been nearly 50 direct apologies to different iwi by the 
Crown. These apologies come as a part and package of numerous Treaty settlements, and give 
particular detail, apologizing for specific wrongs that iwi have suffered at the hand of the Crown. 
The Treaty settlement process began in the 1970s with the establishment of the Waitangi Tribunal, 
and once a settlement is reached between iwi and the Crown, the Crown often offers a form of 
redress – usually cultural, commercial or financial. While these settlements are an improvement on 
having no acknowledgement of wrongdoing at all, Māori leaders like Margaret Mutu argue that 
treaty settlements are a way to delegitimize Māori activism or claims. Mutu argues that the driving 
force of treaty settlement ‘is to retain the power, property, and privileges that Pākehā illegitimately 
acquired through their colonization process in the colonizers’ hands, to bring Māori under their 
control, and to silence Māori protest and dissent.’395 To demonstrate this process, let us consider the 
settlement between the Crown and the Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika collective. The 
collective is made up of 17,000 members and are originally Taranaki iwi whose ancestors moved to 
Wellington in the early nineteenth century and signed the Port Nicholson Block Deed of Purchase 
in 1839.396 
 
The New Zealand Company, an English company responsible for a great deal of destructive 
colonial settlement, paid iwi £1500 for a large allotment of land. The deed was entirely in English, 
and there was no map to show the boundaries of the land that had been purchased. The Crown also 
assumed ownership of the waterways in the area surrounding the land, and eventually pressure from 
the Crown drove Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika out of their traditional lands to country 
that lacked the adequate natural resources ‘to sustain their way of life.’397 Urban development on the 
land also meant that over time, pollution and sewage damaged the collective’s ability to use their 
waterways for trade and food production, and the Crown reclaimed further land for public use and 
housing. The Crown rightly apologized for this in the 2008 settlement deed, and the apology is as 
follows: 
The Crown apologises to Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika for past dealings that breached the 
Crown’s obligations under the Treaty of Waitangi. These include: the Crown’s failure to consistently 
protect Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika’s interests during the process by which the Crown 
and its agents acquired the interests of Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika in the Port Nicholson 
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block; the compulsory acquisition and endowment of their lands for public purposes; the delay in 
implementing legislation and administration of their reserves; and the undermining of Taranaki 
Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika tino rangatiratanga [or for undermining the collective’s legal status as 
people of the land].398 
 
The wording of this apology is similar to many of the other apologies the Crown has offered as part 
of Treaty settlements, and the enormous disenfranchisement and injustice perpetuated by the Crown 
against Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika are similar to the kinds of horrific dispossession and 
harm that British colonization imposed on Māori. There are, of course, Treaty settlements that 
include apologies for the loss of life among other harms perpetuated. A 2014 settlement between Te 
Ātiawa & the Crown apologises for activity which ‘caused enmity and fighting among Te Ātiawa 
and which ultimately led to the war between Taranaki Māori and the Crown,’ as well as for Crown 
action ‘during the Taranaki Wars which resulted in the destruction of Te Ātiawa’s property, 
hardship and the loss of life of Te Ātiawa people, for the confiscation of Te Ātiawa lands, and for 
its treatment of Te Ātiawa people at Parihaka.’399 
 
These apologies are significant in that they make mention of particular harms and involve the 
Crown admitting culpability. As mentioned, the apologies also have specific forms of redress 
attached to them, including cultural redress, which may be more meaningful than exclusively 
financial redress. In the case of the Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika collective and the 
Crown, some of the land that was lost was vested back into the collective’s name, although there 
were conditions attached that ensured the land remained public to some extent, and that it was 
protected and maintained by the Department of Conservation if the sites concerned were marine 
reserves or conservation reserves.  However, in this case there were also two schools and other 
allotments of private Crown-owned land that were returned to the Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o 
Te Ika people.  Some places were also re-named as a part of this redress – Mount Misery became 
Mount Wai-ariki and the Red Rocks became Pariwhero. These, along with promises of intentions to 
establish better working relationships between Crown and iwi, were most significant among the 
kinds of cultural redress entailed in this particular settlement. The financial redress includes a 
compensation payment of just over $25 million, as well as opportunities to buy the land that large 
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government properties like the National Library of New Zealand and the High Court are on, with 
the idea that the collective leases this property back to the Crown for profit. 
 
As aforementioned, many Treaty settlements have been subject to enormous criticism – and we can 
see why in this particular claim in and of itself. Some of the rulings here seem overly strict or 
paternalistic, including the return of land that is to remain publicly accessible and under the watch 
of the Department of Conservation. Overly paternalistic rulings do not afford Māori the sovereignty 
that they are entitled to under the Treaty. Other parts of the settlement are problematic too – 
Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika waive further rights to re-litigate pre-1992 claims after this 
settlement was signed, and some of the land on offer to iwi is only available should they wish to 
purchase it at market rates. Treaty settlements have also been lengthy and costly processes, and the 
Māori party were vocal in their criticism of all settlements broadly in 2006, noting as well that 
Māori only received around ‘1c compensation for every dollar's worth of land and resources they 
had lost through the settlement process.’400 With this in mind, and considering the absolute 
devastation and loss of culture, kin and ancestral homeland, the damage that colonization has 
caused in Aotearoa cannot be reversed by treaty settlements. Further to this, the disproportion 
between what was lost and what is offered, suggest that treaty settlements may do little to change 
the status quo, as they ensure the continued power and status of Pākehā while superficially 
appearing to have addressed historical injustice. Having considered some of the direct attempts at 
redress in New Zealand by the Crown as a part of the Waitangi Tribunal settlements, let us now turn 
to considering other forms of reconciliation, and the ways in which the government might further 
compensate Māori to restore trust and ethics in Aotearoa. 
 
5.5 Reconciliation and Compensation 
I drew briefly on the work of Jean Améry in section 5.3 to demonstrate the importance of 
remembering historical injustice, and so I open this final section by drawing attention to the Te 
Pūtake o Te Riri - Wars and Conflicts in Aotearoa New Zealand fund, announced in August 2018 to 
support ‘whānau, hapū, iwi and communities to bring to life local histories that have shaped the 
cultural evolution of Aotearoa and its people.401 $4 million over four years has been set aside by the 
government, and the program has already had applications for funding for memorials, and 
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commemorative events to ensure that both Māori and Pākehā in communities across Aotearoa 
remember and understand their shared history. This kind of commemorative work is bound to 
improve group relationships, as focusing on shared history and acknowledging harms perpetuated 
by colonizers will aid Pākehā understanding and empathy for Māori, strengthening community ties.  
 
Further to apologies, compensations and memorials, reconciliation also entails ensuring that the 
wronged group is given equal basic access to opportunities and liberties to minimize oppression and 
domination so that Māori might thrive. Despite current improvements in health indicators, there 
remain problems with Pākehā prejudice against Māori, which connects with the Pākehā problem I 
have highlighted throughout this chapter. A 2013 report into improvements in health outcomes 
found that Māori were treated differently from non-Māori, with doctors prescribing medication or 
providing pharmaceutical intervention less often for Māori than for non-Māori, and on average, 
doctors spending 17 percent less time in consultations with Māori patients than with non-Māori 
patients.402 This, I argue reinforces ideas presented throughout this thesis about the prevalence of the 
Pākehā problem in Aotearoa, and the notion that the problem extends to healthcare. While some of 
the government responses to improving overall Māori flourishing seem tokenistic in that they do 
not address underlying neo-colonial Pākehā ethnocentrism or institutions, there are still many 
initiatives and programs that demonstrate a commitment to different Māori ideals or Māori 
worldviews. The Whānau Ora health and social service program is one of these and was established 
in 2010 ‘in response to a recognition… that standard ways of delivering social and health services 
were not working and outcomes particularly for Māori whānau were not improving.’403 The program 
relies upon three commissioned non-governmental agencies to connect with communities ‘to meet 
the needs and aspirations of whānau,’ and focusses on seven key outcomes for whānau: 
1. Whānau are self-managing and empowered leaders 
2. Whānau are leading healthy lifestyles 
3. Whānau are confidently participating in Te Ao Māori 
4. Whānau are participating fully in society 
5. Whānau are economically secure… 
6. Whānau are cohesive, resilient and nurturing 
7. Whānau are responsible stewards of their living and natural environment.404 
 
                                                 
402 Mauri Ora Associates. (2008) Practice Implications. In: Mauri Ora Associates (ed) Best Health Outcomes for Māori. 
New Zealand: Medical Council of New Zealand. 8 
403 Te Puni Kōkiri. (2018b) Whānau Ora. Available at: https://www.tpk.govt.nz/en/whakamahia/whanau-ora/about-
whanau-ora. 
404 Ibid. 
153 
 
These kinds of community-based programs may better suit the needs of Māori, and Māori woman 
Aroha, who struggles with lupus, expressed the way that the Whānau Ora program had helped to 
improve her overall wellbeing: 
Having the support of our paearahi [Whānau Ora health navigators] was exactly what we needed, 
they helped by showing us pathways to supporting our own needs. And for me, most importantly, 
they were not judgmental, which is what I needed… To feel safe.405 
 
The Whānau Ora program is thus one example of how ensuring Māori cultural safety is prioritized 
to bring about better health and wellbeing outcomes for indigenous peoples in New Zealand. In the 
first section of this chapter, I highlighted the historical underrepresentation of Māori and disparities 
between Māori and Pākehā voting rights. You may recall that indigenous voters had to vote with a 
show of hands until the late 1930s, and while Māori had four designated parliamentary seats, Māori 
representation guaranteed little access to power.406 A parliamentary library report states that on the 
one hand, early evidence suggests that the origins of the Māori seats were tokenistic:  
The Māori seats “stumbled into being”; the Māori Representation Act 1867 was a piece of “ad hoc” 
legislation; the seats “involved no high intentions or moral principles”; they were simply a useful 
way of rewarding Māori loyalists and placating Māori rebels; they helped to assure critics in Britain 
that the colonists were looking after Māori interests.407 
 
On the other hand, there is further evidence to suggest that legislation soon after the seats were 
established – ‘the Native Rights Act 1865, the unsuccessful Māori Electoral Bill of 1865, the Native 
Commission Act 1865, and the Māori Representation Act of 1867’ all prove instead that Pākehā 
settlers, while colonizers nonetheless, may have felt ‘a sense of moral obligation to a 
disenfranchised property-owning people paying substantial taxes, as well as a recognition of… 
constitutional obligations under the Treaty of Waitangi.’408 There was support for ensuring Māori 
interests were represented in parliament before the mid-20th Century, and the Māori seats exist 
today. While there are currently seven seats (up four from 1993), the number fluctuates 
proportionate to the Māori electoral roll.409 In contemporary Aotearoa, Māori peoples comprise 15% 
of the population, and politicians of Māori descent make up around 24% of parliament, comprising 
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29 out of 120 members of parliament. Of course, being Māori does not by default guarantee that an 
MP will put the interests of Māori before party interests or outside pressures, and so even though 
there is good representation at present, the seven seats remain an important tenet of the New 
Zealand political system. Ngāti Kahu leader Margaret Mutu highlights just some of the ongoing 
work by Māori to fight against oppressive neo-colonial forces, drawing on the 2009 National Iwi 
Chairs’ Forum. This forum: 
Established a working party to draw up a model for an inclusive constitution for Aotearoa/New 
Zealand based on tikanga (Māori law), He Whakaputanga o te Rangatiratanga o Nu Tireni (the 1835 
declaration of Māori sovereignty and independence), and Te Tiriti o Waitangi, while taking into 
account other indigenous human rights instruments such as the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. In 2012 and 2013, the working party… conducted more than 250 consultation 
hui (gatherings) with Māori groups throughout the country… to discuss the values they wish such a 
constitution to be based on.410  
 
Pākehā legislators have not taken the significant efforts of working groups like this with nearly 
enough seriousness. Perhaps this is because the outcomes of work to dismantle neo-colonial 
systems threaten Pākehā privilege and status. Indeed, Mutu notes that the outcome of this 
consultation demonstrated that ‘the Westminster constitutional system as introduced by the British 
Crown after 1840 does not—indeed cannot—adequately give effect to the terms of He 
Whakaputanga or Te Tiriti.’411 This example serves to demonstrate that fulfilling the demands of the 
Treaty of Waitangi requires more than just representation and affirmative action. Māori have been 
fighting against colonization since the British landed in New Zealand and continue the Sisyphean 
task of reconciliation into the future. Ultimately, as Mutu herself says: ‘a different type of 
constitutionalism is required.’412 
 
While there are many other policy initiatives in Aotearoa aimed at ensuring Māori have better 
access to equal basic liberties, for example the Māori warden program which employs Māori 
community safety wardens, efforts at Māori language revival including Māori Language Week, and 
Kura Kaupapa Māori, or Māori immersion schools, reconciliation has not come full circle. 
Governments, organizations and public leaders ought to respond more urgently to Māori 
overrepresentation in prison statistics specifically, to the child poverty problem, and to the housing 
crisis, all of which disproportionately impact Māori. Much greater funding ought to be dedicated to 
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consultation with Māori and local iwi surrounding these issues, and teachers need greater support 
generally to cope with increasing class sizes and the stress that child poverty places on children’s 
learning and the education system. Mental health care in New Zealand is also particularly poor, 
with very few peoples having access to good long-term mental health care. The suicide rate is 
almost twice that for Māori than for non-Māori, and Māori women are more than twice as likely as 
Pākehā women to commit suicide.413 Reconciliation in New Zealand does not only entail apology 
and compensation, but also ensuring that Māori are able to live lives free of oppression and 
domination. Combatting the Pākehā problem and transforming systems and institutions in line with 
Māori kaupapa are thus the most important steps towards reconciliation in New Zealand. 
 
5.6 Conclusion 
Throughout this thesis I have given a broad overview of the deep-rooted and devastating impacts of 
the colonial invasion of Aotearoa New Zealand spanning from British settlement in the nineteenth 
century right to the present day. When compared to Australia, the progress of reconciliation may be 
slightly more advanced, particularly considering the Treaty of Waitangi between Māori rangatira 
and the Crown and designated Māori seats in parliament. Nonetheless, legislation does not always 
guarantee fairness or redress, and indeed miscommunications between the Crown and Māori 
combined with oppressive colonial structures have meant that Māori have still suffered and 
continue to suffer a great deal as a result of this colonization. The attitudes of many Pākehā towards 
Māori are not conducive towards reconciliation in many cases, and this, termed the 'Pākehā 
problem' by Ani Mikaere, results in hostility and trust breakdowns between Māori and Pākehā. In 
section 5.2 I elaborated on the Pākehā problem and considered the ways in which Pākehā systems 
and institutions have failed to adequately serve Māori. I drew upon the work of prominent Māori 
psychiatrist Mason Durie to consider how Pākehā-led structures and institutions are likely to fail 
Māori as they are often not aligned with Māori worldviews. Colonial assimilation not only separates 
Māori from land and kin, but from culture too, which has enormously negative impacts for overall 
Māori health and wellbeing.  
 
Having stressed the importance of Māori consultation and considerations of Māori worldviews in 
establishing structures and systems, I moved in section 5.3 to a discussion of forgiveness, 
resentment and grief in Aotearoa. In this section I aligned some facets of my own work on 
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reconciliation with Māori philosophy and conceptions of healing and wellbeing, including karakia 
and tohunga. Section 5.4 considered some practical forms of apology and reconciliation, with 
particular attention to the settlement between the Crown and the Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o 
Te Ika collective. The apology involved both cultural and financial compensation and was among 
nearly 50 cases where the Crown apologized to Māori for colonial harms. Lastly, in section 5.5 I 
gave an overview of less direct forms of compensation and redress, focusing on health and political 
outcomes and policies like Whānau Ora and Māori political representation. Ultimately, New 
Zealand still has a long way to go in the struggle towards full reconciliation. However, this will not 
be fully realized until the Pākehā problem is combatted, and trust is rebuilt between Māori and 
Pākehā by catering much more to Māori needs and aligning institutions with Māori worldviews. 
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Chapter Six: 
The Rwandan Genocide and Ethical Restoration 
 
In this final contextual chapter, having considered the contexts of New Zealand and Australia with 
regard to my theoretical framework, I now apply the framework laid out in chapters one to three to 
the context of Rwanda after the genocide. To begin, I lay out the historical conditions that led to the 
Rwandan genocide in section 6.1. This entails a consideration of both the colonial historical and 
immediate context before the atrocities committed in April of 1994 in Rwanda, some brief detail 
about the actual event, and in section 6.2 I consider some of the central examples of reconciliatory 
efforts made after the genocide happened. These kinds of efforts include community-based 
measures like the Gacaca courts, all the way through to housing projects where perpetrators and 
victims live meters from one another. Throughout the literature, however, there are tensions 
between the government’s positive steps towards reconciliation and claims by survivors and non-
governmental groups that some of these reconciliatory efforts are an illusion, perhaps to placate the 
West. As Susan Thomson highlights, Rwandan ‘government policy produces merely the appearance 
– and not the reality – of national unity and reconciliation,’414 I will elaborate on this notion 
throughout this chapter. In section 6.3 I consider my own framework on trust and ethical systems 
and look at the ways in which it applies to the Rwandan context. I continue this work in section 6.4 
where I revisit forgiveness as a part of reconciliation and use the work of Jean Améry and Vladimir 
Jankélévitch in relation to the previous Camusian framework set up to think about forgiveness after 
atrocity in Rwanda. Lastly, I draw some conclusions about the ways in which we might learn from 
the Rwandan context. 
6.1 The History of the Rwandan Genocide  
Considering the historical background of the Rwandan genocide is central to beginning to 
comprehend the reasons for the genocide, and so, in this section, I aim to consider the historical 
conditions leading up to the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, so that we might consider the context 
through the lenses of grief, forgiveness and trust. Over what might be considered 100 of the most 
consecutive bloody and terrifying days of the 20th Century, hundreds of thousands of people were 
massacred in the Rwandan Genocide of 1994. The country has a history of conflict between two 
major groups – the Tutsi, who are a minority, and the Hutu, who make up 85% of the country.415 
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Just as historical injustice in New Zealand and Australia stems from colonization and recolonization 
through the reassertion of settler colonial power, the divisions between the people of Rwanda may 
have also been largely created by similar oppressive imperial processes, although in Rwanda the 
colonizers did not settle. In this sense what happened in Rwanda was classical colonization: the 
country was first colonized by Germany, and then by Belgium soon after, but became a republic in 
1961, and it was around this time that Hutu gained majority control of the country, overthrowing the 
Tutsi monarchy and causing many Tutsi to flee to neighboring countries.416 However, these identity 
categories have not always existed in the same way that they do today and did leading up to the 
genocide, as Aoki and Jonas note: 
There were three social groups of Rwandans: the Hutu (the majority), Tutsi, and Twa. During 
Belgian rule, an ideology of superiority between the groups was established and benefited the “less 
negro” Tutsis who became more privileged to political power, education, and ability to acquire 
land… both colonial and missionary discourse further reinforced the dualistic identities between 
Hutu and Tutsis.417 
 
Martha Mutisi reinforces this notion, noting that all Rwandans belong to the same nation of 
Banyarwanda people. Mutisi says that while ‘these groups have been referred to as ‘ethnic’ or 
‘tribal’ groups, they share a common language and Rwandan elders believe that these three groups 
are one people with a common ancestry.’418 The division was perpetuated by ‘colonial authorities 
formally [assigning] “racial” categories to all citizens.’419 Catherine Gilbert also draws on the fact 
that ethnic hierarchies were imposed by Belgian colonizers in the 1920s, and notes that ‘in pre-
colonial Rwanda, Hutu and Tutsi were flexible social categories: Hutu who accumulated more 
wealth could become Tutsi.’420 In line with Mutisi’s work, Belgian colonizers racialized these social 
categories based on the oppressively imperial and scientifically racist Hamitic hypothesis, which 
‘held that Tutsi were of Abyssinian descent and thus evolutionarily closer to Europeans.’421 While 
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colonizers under classical colonialism may not stay, the damages and harms produced by invaders 
can thus have lasting historical impacts. 
 
This gave way to tension between Hutu and Tutsi and contributed towards the conditions that led to 
the genocide. After Hutu overthrew the Tutsi monarchy in 1961, some of the Tutsi that had become 
Ugandan refugees began the Rwandan Patriotic Front, and stress was placed on the relationship 
between the two groups again in 1990 when the latter invaded Rwanda. The Hutu-led government 
and the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front negotiated an inclusive agreement that would see a 
transition to a collaborative Hutu-Tutsi government, and it was signed in Tanzania in 1993.422 Some 
Rwandans were of the opinion that the agreement should not have been made, and these attitudes 
may have contributed to one of the key triggers of the Rwandan genocide, which was the firing 
down of a plane carrying Rwandan President Juvénal Habyarimana and Burundi President Cyprien 
Ntaryamira. The plane was shot down on the 6th April 1994, and this event is a commonly-cited 
pretext to the start of the genocide. Neither Ntaryamira or Habyarimana survived the plane crash, 
and the culprits of the plane shooting have never been conclusively found. Considering the wider 
literature, it is difficult to conclusively state the political motivation behind the plane shooting that 
triggered the genocide – we can speculate that on one hand, it may have been a party from the 
Rwandan Patriotic Front, or on the other hand, it may have been Hutu radicals. President 
Habyarimana was a part of this Hutu majority, but may have been seen by extremist members of the 
group as being too sympathetic towards the Tutsi in his cooperation with the Rwandan Patriotic 
Front.423 
 
Initially, the Rwandan Patriotic Front was blamed by Hutu extremists for the shooting, which, as 
mentioned, served as a pretext for the violence that ensued. This violence was organized and was 
carried out by two key Hutu militia groups with ties to the Hutu-led government – the Interahamwe 
and the Impuzamugambi, who coordinated activities with each other. Prime Minister Agathe 
Uwilingiyimana, moderate Hutu, was one of the first political leaders to be assassinated by the 
militia groups, and many other political figures followed along with their families.424 It is thought 
that moderate Hutus were killed along with Tutsi as a strategic move to eliminate people from all 
groups that might be at all sympathetic to Tutsi interests, and this kind of extremist human 
extermination was propagated by the use of propaganda through public radio, fearmongering, and 
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through the creation of a wider public imaginary that became enormously oppressive, particularly 
for Tutsi. 
 
It is difficult to write about the way murders took place during the genocide, let alone fathom the 
enormity of the trauma and devastation suffered by survivors, and indeed the guilt and horror etched 
in the memories of perpetrators too. There are hundreds of accounts of neighbors killing or being 
made to kill each other, families being burned in their homes, and other heartbreaking examples of 
extreme violence.425 Among them are horrific reports like ‘Hutu attackers burned down churches 
with hundreds or thousands of Tutsis inside,’ or ‘machete-wielding attackers entered homes and 
slaughtered children and grandparents.’426 Catherine Gilbert writes: 
During the genocide, not only were men, women and children killed, but they were also mutilated, 
women were raped and infected with HIV, and entire social networks were destroyed, meaning that 
if there were any survivors nothing would be as it was before.427 
 
Many members of the United Nations and the wider international community have admitted that 
they did not do enough to intervene, and indeed the international community showed a reluctance to 
name the killings as a genocide for some time.  The Rwandan Patriotic Front organized themselves 
and managed to take control of the country by July.428 Shortly after this Pasteur Bizimungu, a Hutu 
man, was made president and current President and ex-leader of the Rwandan Patriotic Front Paul 
Kagame, a Tutsi, was established as vice president. Paul Kagame has been the president of Rwanda 
since 2000.429 
6.2 Post-Genocide Reconciliation in Rwanda  
In the previous section, I outlined the horrific events that occurred in Rwanda in April 1994. It is 
appropriate then, that we begin with Philip Gourevitch’s description of the April 2014 memorial, 
which marked 20 years since the Rwandan genocide, and which was held by the government at a 
sports stadium in Kigali to commemorate the massacre: 
Then the screaming began. The first voice was like a gull’s, a series of wild, high keening cries; the 
next was lower and slower, strangled with ache, but growing steadily louder in a drawn-out 
crescendo; after that came a frantic, full-throated babbling—a cascade of terrible, terrified pleading 
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wails. Every year, at the genocide-commemoration ceremonies during mourning week, scores of 
Rwandans erupt in this way, unstrung by grief, convulsed and thrashing when anyone comes near to 
soothe or subdue them, including, at the stadium, yellow-vested trauma teams who carry them out, 
bucking and still screaming... All around the stadium, all around the city, all around the country hung 
misty-grey banners displaying the word kwibuka— “remember.”430 
 
The yearly commemoration ceremony is just one of the ways in which the country has begun to 
heal. While 20 years is not a particularly long time period considering the scale of the atrocity, 
reconciliation has begun to move quickly under Kagame. On one hand, as Susan Thomson notes, 
Rwanda has established itself as a ‘a leader on the African continent in terms of service delivery in 
education and health,’ and ‘has facilitated rapid reconstruction,’ including rebuilding institutions 
and infrastructure.431 Further to this, poverty is decreasing and ‘the economy continues to grow at an 
average of 5 percent per year.’432 In terms of political reconciliation efforts so far, Rwanda is 
making steady progress. At a political level, women are well-represented, holding just over 63% of 
seats in the Rwandan parliament, and ‘are now free to own their own property, keep an equal 
inheritance upon divorce and easily access contraception.’433 For children at a personal and 
community level, access to education is also impressive, with 97% of children attending primary 
school in Rwanda. This is the highest rate in Africa and will likely improve prospects for the 
country’s future.434  
 
However, this optimistic view of the Rwandan government’s success is not shared by all Rwandans, 
which is evidenced throughout the literature, particularly where genocide survivors have spoken 
about their experiences of post-atrocity Rwanda. Thomson’s work presents some of these views and 
draws attention to government restrictions on freedom of speech. As she highlights:  
The government… banned any public manifestation of ‘ethnic divisionism’ (between Tutsi and 
Hutu), ‘promoting genocide ideology’ (against Tutsi), or ‘preaching genocide negationism’ (that is, 
questioning that only Tutsi died in 1994). These laws are vaguely worded and arbitrarily applied to 
anyone who makes public statements that the government perceives as critical. The government also 
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targets journalists as the purveyors of divisionist opinion and strictly controls civil society 
organizations and other forms of associational life.435 
 
Furthermore, despite a period of economic growth in Rwanda, ‘close to two-thirds of the country’s 
population’ still live below the poverty line, and the scars of the genocide are still understandably 
very raw for many of those who lived through the genocide, both survivors and perpetrators alike.436 
A 2017 report by the United States Bureaucracy of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor found that 
Rwanda’s human rights situation was not as ideal as perhaps RPF government leaders might have 
outsiders believe. The report reads:  
The most important human rights problems were government harassment, arrest, and abuse of 
political opponents, human rights advocates, and individuals perceived to pose a threat to 
government control and social order; security forces’ disregard for the rule of law; and restrictions 
on media freedom and civil liberties…. citizens did not have the ability to change their government 
through free and fair elections. Other major human rights problems included arbitrary or unlawful 
killings; torture and harsh conditions in prisons and detention centers; arbitrary arrest; prolonged pre-
trial detention; government infringement on citizens’ privacy rights and on freedoms of speech, 
assembly, and association; government restrictions on and harassment of some local and 
international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), particularly organizations that monitored and 
reported on human rights and media freedoms; some reports of trafficking in persons; and 
government restrictions on labor rights; and child labor.437 
 
Thus, government rhetoric around Rwandan reconciliation can sometimes be at odds with the 
testimony of Rwandans themselves, and with the findings of NGOs or outsider bodies. This may be 
because, as Martha Mutisi notes, ‘any individual or group that criticizes the government is regarded 
as seeking to ‘disunite’ the Rwandan people and is often silenced.’438 Such silencing is echoed in 
Anne Aghion’s film My Neighbour, My Killer, which focusses on the post-genocide experiences of 
Rwandan women, and as the title suggests, overwhelmingly those interviewed live next to 
neighbors they may have once been friendly with but who they are now deeply untrusting of.439 It is 
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impressed upon the viewer in this documentary that the women are obliged to comply with the 
vision that the RPF has for Rwanda, despite deep emotional trauma and injustice they have 
experienced. It is not only women that feel this pressure, and in Thomson’s work, 25-year-old Tutsi 
man Vianney also shares his experiences of post-genocide Rwanda under the RPF: 
I blame this government for its lack of fairness. If we could all just get along, I know we could find 
some way to coexist. Reconciliation is never going to happen. It is better to remain distant than to 
get mixed up with the ideas and plans of this government.440 
 
As Vianney demonstrates, many Rwandans feel silenced in this way, and I will discuss this again in 
section 6.4. Further to this, children conceived of rape during the genocide still bear its burden, and 
even though they may not have witnessed conflict firsthand, the mental torment of the genocide has 
left such deep scars on the people of Rwanda that it has extended to second generations. Rape has 
been used as a weapon of war in many historical contexts, and the Rwandan genocide was, 
unfortunately, no exception. Louise Du Toit, Robin May Schott, and Debra Bergoffen have written 
considerably on the concept of rape as a weapon of war, and indeed, ‘as Margaret Urban Walker 
notes, many of the harms committed in war and genocide are gender-skewed.’441 Robin May Schott 
highlights the particularly violent social nature of rape in the context of war, noting that: 
while war rape and enforced impregnation belong to the general category of social death, what is 
specific to enforced impregnation is the use of sperm as a biological weapon… forced maternity 
contributes to social death by intensifying the torture of the rapes, hindering survivors’ willingness to 
enter in future sexual relationships, and hence reducing the future target population.442 
 
Rape is unusually violent in the context of war crimes as it has far-reaching impacts both during 
atrocity, and well into the future, as the victim attempts to reconcile. Indeed, it may be the most 
violent act that a woman can suffer, as she must deal not only with the resulting physical trauma 
and possible disease, but also potentially pregnancy, social stigma, and deep-seated emotional 
trauma that contributes to the aforementioned social death. A report from the Nobel Women’s 
Initiative states: 
The Interahamwe spread extremist messages via print media and radio accusing Tutsi women of 
using their sexuality to infiltrate and control the Hutu community [and]… administrative, military 
and political leaders directed and encouraged the use of sexual violence against Tutsi women to 
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further their political goal. In the aftermath of the genocide, survivors of sexual violence were often 
isolated from their communities due to the social stigma associated with rape… many HIV-positive 
militiamen purposefully raped Tutsi women to infect them with the disease. A study conducted by 
the Association of Genocide Widows of Rwanda (AVEGA) in 2000 gathered testimony from 1 000 
genocide sexual violence survivors. Sixty-seven percent were HIV-positive.443 
 
Even after the genocide, severe psychological harm, social stigma and disease continue to haunt 
Rwandan women and their families. Gilbert highlights that women who survived the genocide are 
often hesitant to testify or to share their experiences of the genocide. ‘The fear of repercussions 
following the reintegration of former perpetrators into communities can also prevent them from 
bearing witness.’444 As women’s accounts of the genocide demonstrate, many still live amongst the 
perpetrators, or génocidaires, and are afraid to testify for fear of these repercussions, which the 
women in the Anne Aghion film seem to confirm in sharing their stories. This may create a 
complex tension between fear of the consequences of speaking out, fear of social stigma, and the 
duty to bear witness in order to serve justice to their dead. Furthermore, accounts from another 
Aghion documentary tell us that men too were deeply scarred by the genocide – one man, among 
many, recounts his experience of the genocide at a Gacaca court hearing, saying that ‘I rushed to 
join, thinking they were my brothers. Suddenly I heard screams, exterminate them... I ran away in 
terror... I saw the gleam of the machete, I was petrified.’445 Survivors have thus been traumatized by 
rape and the witnessing of family members being killed in front of them, and this lack of trust in 
others and loss of self-trust has created a demand for psychosocial services in Rwanda.  
 
Some NGOs, like Prison Fellowship Rwanda and Association Modeste et Innocent have set up 
programs like reconciliation villages, where they run workshops and counselling with both 
perpetrators and survivors.446 The government has also set up solidarity villages and camps, or 
Ingando, although concerns have been expressed about this colonial presence in the villages, and 
the nationalism or other forms of indoctrination involved in government-run solidarity villages and 
camps. Research by Matfess suggests that while government employees touted the patriotic success 
of the camps, there is also a possibility that they were ‘indoctrinating participants and 
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mainstreaming the Rwandan Patriotic Front’s political agenda.’447 Susan Thomson’s writing on 
peasant resistance to reconciliation reinforces this idea, and Thomson attended one of the Ingando 
camps herself after being ordered by the Rwandan government to be re-educated about Rwanda: 
The re-education I witnessed failed to promote a sense of national unity and reconciliation among 
my Hutu classmates. Instead, these former prisoners were taught to remain silent and not to question 
the RPF’s vision for creating peace and security. For these released prisoners, Ingando is an 
alienating, oppressive, and sometimes humiliating experience that silences dissent.’448 
 
There are a multitude of reconciliation projects like these across Rwanda, and some of them are 
much more successful than the Ingando camps. To illustrate, consider the experience of Godefroid 
Mudaheranwa, who tells how he burned his neighbor Evasta Mukanyandwi’s house and attacked 
her and her children; ‘God protected them, and they escaped. When I was released from jail, if I 
saw her, I would run and hide. Then AMI started to provide us with trainings. I decided to ask her 
for forgiveness.’449 Mukanyandwi, a survivor of the genocide, confirms Godefroid’s testament, 
saying ‘I used to hate him. When he came to my house and knelt down before me and asked for 
forgiveness, I was moved by his sincerity. Now, if I cry for help, he comes to rescue me. When I 
face any issue, I call him.’450 It is difficult to imagine forgiving someone who has burned your home 
and attempted to kill your family, but it is testament to some of the reconciliation processes that this 
climate of forgiveness and restoration has been created.  
 
Reconciliation efforts by the Rwandan government have thus been varyingly successful. However, 
it is difficult to balance the pressing need for resolution and the reality of time and budget 
constraints with the demands of justice. Nonetheless, efforts to achieve justice have involved 
Rwanda’s national court system, the International Criminal Court, and the Gacaca courts, the latter 
of which may have been the most notably efficient way of dealing justly and realistically with the 
widespread violence that occurred in 1994. The Gacaca courts were small community courts set up 
across rural areas in Rwanda in January of 2005, and the court process was officially completed in 
May 2012.451 Perpetrators of crime confessed and had their cases heard by other community 
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members, who were encouraged to forgive and accept these members of society.452 Anne Aghion’s 
films about the Gacaca courts present an extraordinary space created by the process, in which 
perpetrators and survivors alike are free to confess or accuse. Indeed, one survivor urges; ‘if you 
hide things we will convene again and again,’ and there is a sense that there is an urgency to 
reconcile and to put the past behind.453 Of course, there is evidence that the Gacaca courts may not 
be as optimal as Western literature or the official Rwandan government line might suggest. 
Aghion’s portrayal of the courts demonstrates the difficulty both perpetrators and survivors 
experience in coming together and trying to resolve issues as a community in a more favorable 
light, Thomson’s interviews with Rwandan peasants present a series of more doubtful attitudes. 
Thomson writes that for many peasants, ‘the Gacaca courts represent a form of state control in their 
lives, which promotes fear and insecurity as opposed to unity or reconciliation.’454 Due to 
government-imposed limits on speech surrounding the genocide, and the restrictions on how 
identity categories are framed in discussions, it may be difficult for Rwandan peoples to talk 
absolutely honestly about their experiences if they do not match government rhetoric.455 Esther 
Mujawayo, who has written extensively on her version of the genocide, shares how hard it was for 
her to sit through the Gacaca court processes, confirming Thomson’s findings. Mujawayo writes: 
[A perpetrator speaking at the courts] might have cut your loved ones, or even taken part in the 
killings, or maybe even witnessed the killings without intervening, and the law explicitly forbids you 
from showing any emotion, any anger. That is to say you, you instinctively want to lay into him, and 
you can’t even do it with words (silence). You see, I’m indignant as I’m telling you this, I choke and 
I rant and I lose my temper through writing, which I don’t have the right to do when speaking. But 
like everyone else, I too conformed the law.456 
 
Of course, the practical task of balancing the rule of law with appropriate justice cannot have been 
an easy one. The Gacaca courts were a way to deal with the genocide at a community level. The 
sheer scale of injustices that required addressing is phenomenal – ‘more than 12,000 community-
based courts tried more than 1.2 million cases throughout the country,’ and ‘confessing prisoners 
returned home without further penalty or received community service orders.’457 Those accused of 
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either planning the genocide, or of committing serious atrocities were put on trial through Rwanda’s 
national court system, and 10,000 genocide suspects had gone through the national courts by 
2006.458 93 of those at the very top of the genocide organization were tried by the International 
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, and nine of those men are still at large, including the former 
Minister of Defense, Augustin Bizimana, the former Commander of the Rwandan Presidential 
Guard, Protais Mpiranya, and the President of the Comité d’initiative of Radio Télévision Libre des 
Mille Collines, Félicien Kabuga. Among their crimes are genocide, complicity in genocide, crimes 
against humanity (murder, extermination, rape, torture, persecution, and other inhumane acts), 
direct and public incitement to commit genocide, attempt to commit genocide, conspiracy to 
commit genocide, and serious violations of the Geneva Convention Common Article 3 and 
Additional Protocol II (murder, torture, rape, cruel treatment, outrages upon personal dignity).459 
 
It is my claim that working together is a key part of working towards reconciliation, and while the 
Gacaca courts may have been even more effective if all survivors and perpetrators had felt free to 
express themselves and tell their stories more honestly, the task of trying so many perpetrators has 
surely been an enormously challenging one. In line with the Camusian ethic I have outlined 
throughout this thesis, the Gacaca courts may well be the perfect exemplification of the absurd 
chasm felt in cases of atrocity. They bring together both perpetrators and survivors of the genocide, 
in order to reflect and think lucidly about what happened. The action is direct and communal, and 
aims at arriving at some kind of justice, tackling the problem head-on rather than regressing into 
denial about the genocide. The courts hold the absurd tension between the desire for the genocide to 
have never happened, and the reality of the conditions Rwandans find themselves in after the fact. 
Of course, absurdity is ‘that divorce between the mind that desires and the world that disappoints, 
[one’s] nostalgia for unity, this fragmented universe and the contradiction that binds them 
together.’460 In writing about her deeply painful experience at the courts, Mujawayo finds a way to 
revolt and to express her freedom and her passion in recognition of human solidarity and the 
importance of sharing her truth. She holds onto her suffering and continues to tell her story, rather 
than burying the trauma and leaping like Kierkegaard, to an unfeasible denial of experience. Indeed, 
considering the testimony of survivors like Mujawayo and others presented in both Gilbert and 
Thomson’s writings, in combination with damning reports by Human Rights Watch and other 
NGOs, there is a fair amount of evidence that the Rwandan government is taking a kind of 
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Kierkegaardian leap by ensuring that there is only one ‘truth’ about how the genocide occurred, and 
by forcefully suppressing other ‘truths.’ This may constitute a leap in that it fails to acknowledge 
the absurd multiplicity of truths, and instead leaps towards a denial of these alternate experiences, 
silencing survivors and stifling lucid contemplation about the genocide. 
 
If the Rwandan government is indeed silencing victims and digressers by punishing and instilling 
fear into people that dare to tell a different story, attempts at reconciliation may not be as successful 
as we could hope. It is important for conflicting parties to ‘participate jointly in a task, building 
solidarity,’ so that disagreements are dealt with, and power imbalances are addressed rather than 
reinforced.461 Of course, I acknowledge the difficulty of making laws surrounding speech when one 
of the major conditions leading to the genocide was a certain kind of hate speech based around 
ethnic tensions. Earlier in this section, I listed a few key methods of reconciliation employed in 
Rwanda, and it is my claim that many these methods echo this sentiment of working together. These 
methods include the aforementioned reconciliation villages set up by NGOs, Abunzi and Gacaca, 
and Umuganda. Umuganda is one important way in which citizens come together to reconcile and 
clean up the city, and may also be why Kigali is one of the cleanest cities in the world: 
Kagame harnessed Umuganda to help clean up his gun and shell-strewn capital, as well as to 
promote the idea of a cohesive national identity through communal projects. Under Kagame, 
Umuganda was formalized as a collective event on the last Saturday in each month when traffic – 
including airport taxis – is stopped for three hours in the morning, and the city comes together to tidy 
up... This day is called umunsi w’umuganda (contribution made by the community) and all able-
bodied people between the ages of 18 and 65 are required by law to participate.462 
 
It is my argument that Umuganda is useful for reconciliation. Even if it is not explicitly intended to 
promote reconciliation, ethical restoration is a by-product of coming together with other members 
of one’s community to work on a common goal. To restore the ethical fabric of society, or to 
reconstruct an ethical system as I have theorized throughout this thesis, citizens need to have trust 
restored both in each other, in themselves, and in the environment and institutions around them. I 
propose that many of these things are at play in the kinds of reconciliatory efforts put in place in 
Rwanda post-genocide, particularly in reconciliatory efforts led by NGOs or independent 
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community groups. When people come together and work towards a common goal, they may begin 
to re-perceive that their best interests are similar to those around them and begin to reconstruct 
common identities with them. Establishing these commonalities with one another may be useful in 
aiding the process of grief, or in helping people to forgive both themselves and others. This is 
because seeing another person as similar to you, and seeing your best interests as being similar is 
integral to moving forwards and processing atrocity. It is with this in mind that I now move to a 
discussion of trust in post-genocide Rwanda.  
 
6.3 Trust, Ethical Systems and Rwanda 
I have briefly explored some of the deeply, deeply troubling circumstances leading up to the 
Rwandan genocide, which included both the influence of colonial thought and political conflict, as 
well as the utterly devastating effects of the atrocity on the wider Rwandan community – both 
immediate and longer-term. As aforementioned, these include severe psychological harm, which 
spans generations, and the total breakdown of the Rwandan social fabric among other things. In this 
chapter, it is my aim to consider the role of trust as conceptualized in chapters one to three, in 
relation to the Rwandan ethical system. As mentioned in the second and third chapters, I draw my 
conceptions of self-trust and pre-reflective trust from the work of Gry Ardal Printzlau, Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Fiona Utley and other scholars. Trust, as mentioned in chapter two, is ‘pervasive, 
unreflected, and immediate,’ and the principles we trust in, or people we trust are not clear to us 
until that pre-reflective trust is shattered by an event that shatters that trust.463  
 
As intersubjective parts of different subjects’ worlds, we are mutually vulnerable towards each 
other and so trust is reflected between citizens of a community in this way. In saying this, trust need 
not be reciprocated between people – I may trust someone who I have gravely harmed, for example, 
but they may not trust me, with good reason. Experiences of violence or harm - whether this be 
colonial oppression, physical violence, or emotional abuse, are likely to inform our own visions of 
the ways in which our ethical systems are created or comprised, and to inform the ways in which we 
trust ourselves to appropriately gauge who or what we can trust. In the case of Rwanda, both self-
trust and trust in one’s ethical system, or pre-reflective trust, were broken down. This is because 
Rwandan peoples of differing ethnicities lived together as neighbors and community members, but 
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the terrifying ordeal that the country experienced in April 1994 meant that victims and perpetrators 
lost trust both in their communities and in themselves.  
 
It may be the case that victims lost trust in themselves because they could not appropriately gauge 
who to trust any more, and perpetrators may have lost trust in themselves because of the crimes they 
committed against their fellow neighbors. These experiences of losses of trust are evident in 
testimonies throughout this chapter. In the previous section, I listed some of the human rights 
violations that the United States government expressed concern over, and these kinds of 
government acts of oppression are likely to reduce citizens’ trust in their ethical system, and in their 
institutions. The genocide itself was state-led, which is likely to have impacted citizens’ 
conceptions of their governments. Trust was destroyed, however, at all levels – survivors were 
targeted by friends, neighbors, and other close members of their communities, who in turn were 
influenced by others in the community as a part of a state-wide perpetuation of propaganda against 
Tutsi. Because of the multi-level breaches of trust – both pre-reflective and of oneself, it is 
necessary for trust to be rebuilt at similar multi-levels simultaneously to address the loss at its core. 
I will expand upon the range of reconciliatory efforts later in this chapter in section 6.4 but will 
discuss the Gacaca court system and the similarly-structured Abunzi in some detail here in order to 
connect the concept of trust with reconciliation in the context of Rwanda. According to an RCN 
Justice & Démocratie report, Gacaca is a pre-colonial phenomenon which can be translated from 
Kinyarwanda, an official Rwandan language, to ‘justice on the grass:’464 
Community members were chosen as mediators on the basis of their integrity and their wisdom 
('Inyangamugayo'). It is likely that the term 'Abunzi', meaning 'mediators, conciliators, those who 
bring people together', was already used during this period to refer to the members of a similar 
conflict resolution body. In this traditional conflict resolution system, the community participated in 
reconciling its citizens.465 
 
As Phil Clark notes, Gacaca emphasizes ‘emphasizes long-term formal and informal negotiations 
between antagonistic parties,’ and ‘contrasts with the transactional version advocated by the 
Rwandan government and contested by various critics, which sees reconciliation as immediate and 
elite-imposed.’466 This is important for Rwandan reconciliation, because, as aforementioned, there 
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are suggestions that citizens still do not trust their government, with access to free and fair elections 
limited, and criticisms of the government being unwelcome, as reflected in human rights reports, 
disappearances, and violence against those who disagree with the RPF.467 It is nonetheless positive 
that trust can be rebuilt at the community and interpersonal levels, however, and I argue that both 
Abunzi and Gacaca contribute to this trust-building. The Gacaca courts, as mentioned in the 
previous section, were set up as community courts to aid reconciliatory processes, and to deal with 
the number of perpetrators of crime after the 1994 genocide. Nicasius Achu Check notes that the 
court system was ‘employed in pre-colonial Rwanda to deal with minor infractions such as 
inheritance, civil liability, theft and conjugal matters… Unwritten indigenous Rwandan law guided 
its organization, composition and sentencing methods… Gacaca was headed by a reputed sage who 
commanded respect and esteem in his neighborhood.’468 Abunzi mediation courts are set up in a 
similar way, with an esteemed member of the community as the mediator, and other community 
members participating by giving testimony, and engaging in the process of justice.469 What’s more is 
that Abunzi and Gacaca may aid the strengthening of the status of women in Rwandan 
communities: 
In the traditional Gacaca, only men could become Inyangamugayo, and women were not authorized 
to take the floor. At local level, conflict resolution was the responsibility of men… but a large 
number of them have been indicted and they were replaced by young people and women, thus 
breaking with tradition. In 2005, a third of the Inyangamugayo were women. As a result, Rwandan 
women gradually became more and more involved in conflict resolution within the institutionalized 
traditional justice system. Today, women can sit alongside men and take the floor. Many women 
have also become elders or heads of village.470 
 
I argue that both of these courts, while perhaps not optimal due to government restriction on 
political expression and free speech, help in the process of reconciliation as they show both victims 
and perpetrators alike that while their ethical system may have been enormously compromised, it 
can be rebuilt. They can trust other members of their community to be trustworthy, and to have each 
other’s best interests at heart. They can trust themselves to place trust appropriately in others, and in 
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turn, others will place trust in them. The former may be particularly pertinent for survivors, and the 
latter for perpetrators. The notion that perpetrators are grieving or suffering from a loss of trust may 
not be immediately intuitive, however Jean-Baptiste, a perpetrator of the genocide, explains. He 
says: 
One might have witnessed massacres, or have been forced to kill… you feel you can’t look at his 
dead body. His image follows you on the street. Your life is drastically affected. Even as a witness, 
your life is devastated. You are not at peace. You are haunted. The sight of the killing follows and 
pains you.471 
 
Jean-Baptiste may have lost trust in his ethical system and fellow community members in being 
forced to kill and is clearly deeply traumatized by the events that occurred, possibly to a similar 
extent to the trauma felt and experienced by the victims of the genocide. In this sense, all people in 
Rwanda are impacted and may have lost their trust in the world. One concept aimed at reuniting 
people and restoring trust is the conception of Abanyarwandwa, which as Martha Mutisi 
conceptualizes, may be translated as ‘[Rwandan-ness], which essentially means that Rwandans have 
a shared past, and that they are not disaggregated groups such as Hutu, Tutsi or Twa.’472 Mutisi 
explains that the RPF-led government places an emphasis on an Abanyarwanda identity as an 
attempt at reconciling and bringing people back together to a shared pre-colonial identity, as the 
Abanyarwanda are historic peoples who lived in Rwanda before the colonization of the country by 
the Germans and Belgian. She elaborates on this history, noting that: 
Abanyarwanda lived in the same community and had the same myth of origin, which expressed that 
they were heirs of the same ancestral father, Kanyarwanda. In addition, Abanyarwanda are said to 
have practiced the same culture, sworn allegiance to the same monarch, Umwami, spoken the same 
language, which is Kinyarwanda, and intermarried… the notion of ethnic difference between the 
Hutus, Tutsis and Twas was only elevated to racial differences by the colonialists.473  
 
On paper, it may seem like a positive decolonial move to return to pre-colonial identity groups. 
Indeed, if the Rwandan government wishes to dissolve tensions between Hutu and Tutsi after the 
genocide, it is an obvious step to encourage the social cohesion of both groups by forming a 
singular group identity where Rwandans can bond over their shared trauma. However, this kind of 
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assimilation feels suspiciously similar to the kinds of cultural erasure explored in chapters four and 
five, in the contexts of New Zealand and Australia, where marginalized groups were encouraged to 
adopt a new identity. Mutisi and other scholars express skepticism about the Rwandan 
government’s conception of Abanyarwanda accordingly, particularly, as cited earlier, because the 
government criminalized the use of ethnic labels to discriminate between Rwandans in 2001, which 
makes it difficult to question which identity group holds the balance of power.474 Mutisi continues to 
explain in line with other literature that ‘any individual or group that criticizes the government is 
regarded as seeking to ‘disunite’ the Rwandan people and is often silenced.’475 From this criticism of 
Rwandan policy, we ought to consider the role that identity plays in people’s own conceptions of 
their ethical systems, and refrain, when making policy, from insisting upon assimilation, or upon 
imposing rules and restrictions on people’s own conceptions of their identities. Indeed, the 
restriction of one’s identity by law may be a defining factor in indicating marginalization or 
oppression. This issue ties in with the concept of decoloniality, which is an important concept 
throughout this thesis. 
 
Decolonization does entail a moving away from colonial values, which can be difficult to pin down 
in colonized places like Rwanda, and indeed New Zealand and Australia, where histories of 
colonization have synergized and fused cultures and ideologies together. It seems to be the case that 
the Gacaca courts were somewhat decolonial in nature, as it is not necessarily a common Western 
practice to achieve justice by coming together as a community and talking about past harms. 
Indeed, Esther Mujawayo emphasizes the healing nature of talking amongst those who have shared 
the same experience: 
In the early days of AVEGA [L’association des veuves du genocide d’avril], we got together just to 
talk about the genocide. Talking, talking, talking, talking, only about that, only about that, only about 
that. Telling each other how we had survived, what had happened, who we had lost. But we only 
talked about it with each other. With the others – at work, in the neighbourhood, with family – we 
kept silent.476 
 
Non-governmental community groups and community associations like AVEGA are enormously 
valuable in opening up a safe place for survivors like Mujawayo to open up and share testimony 
with one another without the fear of persecution or government oppression. Association Duhozanye 
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is another organization similar to AVEGA, which is committed to ‘friendship, solidarity, mutual 
support… for the members of the association, grouping together and sharing their stories was 
crucial in helping them survive the genocide and move on with their lives.’477 Repairing an ethical 
system thus entails the rebuilding of relationships at every level, and the wider notion of opening up 
dialogues between people to aid the healing process. While I wish to maintain that this opening up 
of dialogues is an optimal method towards reconciliation, I am also mindful that it may not be my 
place to make this suggestion as a Westerner who has never visited Rwanda, particularly as it has 
not gone well historically when Westerners intervene in non-Western contexts.  
 
Thus, it is both victims and perpetrators of the genocide that have suffered and continue to suffer 
the effects of a loss of trust after the horrific events of April 1994. Of course, this suffering may be 
quite different between victims and perpetrators, and the depth of suffering seems to have impacted 
women who survived the genocide to the greatest degree. Horrifically, many women were left 
behind or raped after their families were killed in front of them, and the utterly unimaginable mental 
and emotional scars left by these experiences will span generations. I will discuss this problem 
further in the next section, and so presently, now that we have considered some of the roles the 
concept of trust plays in the context of the Rwandan genocide, we shall turn to considering the roles 
of grief and forgiveness, which I argue serve to rebuild trust as a process of reconciliation after 
mass atrocity. 
6.4 Post-Genocide Grief, Forgiveness and Resentment 
In considering the role of trust I drew upon the Gacaca courts in contemporary Rwanda after the 
genocide. I will continue to focus on this process in this section in arguing that the three stages I 
laid out in chapter two – desolate grief, anguished grief, and forgiveness – are relevant and 
important in the Rwandan context. I do so because Gacaca relies upon truth-telling, even if a 
sterilized, government-sanctioned form, and assumes a trust in the wider community. Gacaca 
encourages forgiveness, with perpetrators being offered reduced sentences for their confessions, and 
perpetrators being rewarded for asking for, and receiving forgiveness by survivors.478 Of course, this 
may create a power imbalance, where survivors feel obligated to forgive perpetrators, and so in this 
sense the Gacaca courts might have been made safer for survivors. In the second chapter, I 
considered the testimony of Annonciata Mukanyonga in the Anne Aghion film, My Neighbour My 
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Killer. Mukanyonga is one of the first survivors we see speaking in the film, and as she talks about 
her grief, she is visibly distressed, although strong in staying composed as she recounts her horrific 
experience. In accordance with my theoretical framework stemming from Price and Bowlby’s work 
on grief, the kinds of grief experienced in Rwanda are much more likely to be more all-
encompassing forms of grief than in other contexts where people experience one major traumatic 
event, for example the loss of a loved one in a Western democracy.479 
 
I make this claim because those that grieve for a loved one have one particular object (or subject) of 
mourning – in the case of genocide, there are multiple objects and subjects of loss – many 
Rwandans lost children, siblings, parents, grandparents, neighbors, close friends, and other 
community members. On top of this, the Rwandan genocide marked a breakdown of the Rwandan 
ethical system, which also entails a loss of pre-reflective trust, self-trust, and trust in one’s ethical 
system for almost every person involved. Loss on this enormous scale is bound to be a greater site 
of trauma than the kinds of deaths experienced in stable democracies, because those that mourn 
have lost almost everything – a way of life, a brother, a parent, a home, a context in which to situate 
oneself and to know the world. In stable democracies, when a loved one is lost, we may feel as 
though there is a hole in our lives that we must somehow patch up. We might imagine that those 
who have experienced large-scale atrocity have such a dark, empty chasm that one’s ethical system 
is not possible to patch up – instead it must be rebuilt entirely from the ground up, so as to restore 
one’s sense of relationality to the world. Furthermore, the lingering impacts of genocide (whether 
they be physical, emotional, or mental) mean that rebuilding an ethical system can take the course 
of lifetimes. The mourning after a large-scale atrocity thus spans generations. 
 
Indeed, when Mukanyonga speaks of her experience of the genocide, those that killed her family 
said ‘leave her, she is sadness incarnate. She will die of sorrow.’480 Mukanyonga embodies that 
Camusian break – the mind that desires and the world that disappoints – although now that time has 
passed, it seems that she has come more closely to terms with the loss of trust and the loss of her 
family. For Mukanyonga, she has moved through the process of desolate grief, and while traces of 
anguished grief may still remain as evidenced by her emotive retelling, I argue that she, and other 
peoples of Rwanda may be beginning to move towards a final third stage, which I conceptualized in 
chapter three as forgiveness. Indeed, the testimony of another survivor, Cesarie Mukabutera, 
conveys this. She says, ‘it took time, but in the end we realized that we are all Rwandans... Now 
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you accept and you forgive. The person you have forgiven becomes a good neighbor.’481 There are a 
great many survivors of atrocity throughout the literature I reviewed that express a similar 
sentiment, but of course, there are exceptions to this – for example, by survivors of the Rwandan 
genocide in literature by Gilbert and Thomson, and by holocaust survivor Jean Améry, and in the 
work of Thomas Brudholm and Valerie Rosoux.482 
 
Of course, Améry did not live through the Rwandan genocide, and the contexts do not map neatly 
onto one another. The concepts of forgiveness and resentment will thus have contextual differences, 
but I argue nonetheless that we can learn from survivors of other atrocities in considering emotions 
and reconciliation. I discussed some of both Vladimir Jankélévitch and Jean Améry’s resistance to 
forgiveness in chapter three. To recount, both thinkers lived through the Holocaust. Améry’s 
experience as a survivor of Auschwitz in Nazi Germany led him to his refusal to forgive, and 
Jankélévitch’s well-known work ‘Should We Pardon Them?’ conveys a similar sentiment, arguing 
that the sheer horror, the absolute terror and incomprehensibility of the mass atrocity that was the 
Holocaust is beyond the limits of human understanding, and so, the atrocity becomes inexpiable in 
its absurd scale. Consider this passage: 
Thus, the extermination of the Jews is the product of pure wickedness, of ontological wickedness, of 
the most diabolical and gratuitous wickedness that history has ever known… This crime against 
nature, this unmotivated crime, this exorbitant crime is thus to the letter a metaphysical crime; and 
the criminals guilty of this crime are not mere fanatics, nor simply blind doctrinaires, nor simply 
abominable dogmatists, they are, in the proper sense of the word, monsters. When an act denies the 
essence of a human being as a human being, the statutory limitations that in the name of morality 
would lead one to absolve that act itself contradict morality. Is it not contradictory and even absurd 
to call for a pardon in this case? To forget this gigantic crime against humanity would be a new 
crime against the human species. The time that dulls all things, the time that uses up sorrow as it 
erodes mountains, the time that favors pardon and forgetfulness, the time that consoles, settling and 
healing time, does not diminish in the least the colossal slaughter; on the contrary, it never ceases to 
revive its horror.483  
 
In Jankélévitch’s conception, it is impossible to even consider pardoning the Nazi perpetrators of 
the holocaust because of the sheer ontological wickedness of what they orchestrated and partook in. 
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The crime that Nazis committed against Jews is not captured by language – to commit genocide is 
to deny people’s humanity, and for this reason genocide is a metaphysical crime. In the case of the 
Rwandan genocide then, complete forgiveness may be impossible. The unspeakable and horrific 
things done by some humans to other humans during the Rwandan genocide, as in the holocaust, go 
beyond words. This incomprehensible horror, in my conception, gives rise to the feeling of 
absurdity as a form of trauma, and I argue that both forgiveness and resentment might be feasibly 
considered forms of revolt as a response. It is up to each individual Rwandan genocide survivor or 
perpetrator to decide how to proceed. Because of the limited ways in which genocide survivors are 
allowed to publicly express their experiences of the genocide, and because of the deep and lasting 
scars left by the atrocity, it seems more likely that Rwandans will revolt by demonstrating 
resentment, rather than by exercising forgiveness, which many survivors have nevertheless done. 
As Mihaela Mihai highlights, it is important that governments listen to citizens that demonstrate 
dissent, as these emotions demonstrate that legislators may not have satisfied what justice demands 
in their specific context.484  
 
To return to the work of Améry and Jankélévitch, both writers make strong and reasonable 
arguments about the total incomprehensibility of such an unfathomably enormous crime, and 
indeed, as mentioned, there are parallels in the Rwandan context. In my conception, both 
Jankélévitch and Améry’s reasoning stems from the presence of the absurd void in the context of 
the Holocaust. The sheer scale of the atrocity is not something that a human may indeed be able to 
grasp. Jankélévitch notes that it would be absurd to call for a pardon in the case of the Holocaust, 
precisely because the atrocity opens up an utterly enormous absurd void for survivors and victims. 
Améry ‘s experience too seems particularly Camusian – he was placed in a concentration camp 
where his rights were actively disregarded, and from this incident emerged a large gap between ‘the 
mind that desire[d] and a world that disappoint[ed],’ in Camusian terms.485 That is to say that Améry 
decided that the struggle towards the heights was not enough – he could not make sense of a world 
which his trauma ripped apart.  
 
Améry’s refusal is indeed at odds with the arguments throughout this thesis that conceptualize 
forgiveness as a final stage of reconciliation in that he values refusal over forgiveness. I wish to re-
assert that I am not making the claim that forgiveness is necessary for reconciliation. In invoking 
Améry and Jankélévitch here my aim is to show that rather, forgiveness may precede reconciliation, 
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and I believe that this is likely to arise gradually out of healthy dialogue, healing, and ethical 
restoration, as a third stage of grief. Nonetheless, I acknowledge that forgiveness is not a 
requirement of ethical restoration, precisely because of that Jankélévitch sentiment about the 
complete unfathomability of an atrocity on this scale, and indeed, there are many survivors of the 
Rwandan genocide who share Améry’s sentiment in refusing to forgive. Trying to facilitate 
forgiveness by providing safe spaces in which survivors can share their stories, issuing government 
apologies and holding commemorative days are all ways in which governments can move towards 
forgiveness through reconciliation. 
 
As aforementioned, Esther Mujawayo is among these survivors of the genocide, and her position, as 
Brudholm and Rosoux explain: 
Relies on two main reasons… the lack of energy to adopt an empathetic view of perpetrators, and… 
a deep discontent with what might be called a ‘cheap’ repentance. Speaking about the killers, 
Mujawayo explains that empathy must follow a return of her energy: 'I don't want to understand 
them, at least, not yet. I want to proceed step by step: within ten years maybe. I don't want to 
understand ... I say to myself that some people are paid for that, for understanding the killers - 
politicians, humanitarian staff, right-thinking people ... all those whose work is to get into contact 
with criminals. Myself, I don't need that. I don't want to understand them and I don't want to excuse 
them. They did it ... and I want them to pay for that and not to sleep soundly.'486 
 
It is entirely understandable that Mujawayo refuses to forgive. Of course, there are many facets to 
this refusal – in refusing to forgive, I argue that it may be the case that a survivor has not finished 
their grieving process. Of course, some may never finish this process of grieving, just as not 
everyone will find happiness in the Sisyphean struggle. Mujawayo’s struggle nonetheless strikes me 
as Sisyphean, because she continues to write and to revolt by sharing her truth regardless of less 
courageous options that may be available to her. After the experience of trauma, trust in others, trust 
in oneself, and trust in institutions are all locations of loss for the survivor. When this loss is as 
enormous as it was in the case of the Rwandan genocide, it is less fathomable that people are likely 
to heal completely than it is that they do, and this may not be because the grieving process is not 
finished, but because, as Jankélévitch says, ‘when an act denies the essence of a human being as a 
human being, the statutory limitations that in the name of morality would lead one to absolve that 
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act itself contradict morality. Is it not contradictory and even absurd to call for a pardon in this 
case?’487  
 
Mujawayo’s refusal is not at odds with this – indeed, her refusal supports the notion that ethical 
breakdown marks a disconnect between the world that we expect, and the world that we are met 
with. Her refusal is most definitely Camusian, and in thinking about Mujawayo’s refusal, I 
conceptualize a kind of forgiveness akin to philosophical suicide, struggling on and maintaining 
one’s values in the face of absurdity. To commit philosophical suicide in this context may be to 
deny the atrocity, or to refuse to deal with the far-reaching and deep-seated consequences of 
historical injustice. Accordingly, I argue that we can hold the value of forgiveness in high regard 
whilst still refusing to forgive – indeed, if we do not think of forgiveness as an important and 
valuable concept, the refusal to forgive loses its force. Perhaps the refusal to forgive is Mujawayo’s 
rock. To reinforce further, when forgiveness is offered as a part of an economic end-goal, or 
transaction, to appease another, or to falsely repress memories of trauma instead of dealing with 
them to heal appropriately, it is not true forgiveness, and so, a refusal to forgive is a much more 
optimal outcome than forgiving because one feels compelled to by one of the former kinds of 
mechanisms. Thomson’s interviews with Rwandan peasants demonstrate that there may be many 
Rwandans who are silently expressing revolt or resentment against the RPF or sharing testimony 
with other survivors and perpetrators by way of covert means. Gaston, a released Hutu prisoner, 
spoke of how he and other peasants pass vegetables inscribed with messages at the market to avoid 
rousing the suspicion of officials. ‘This helps us avoid contact with the authorities who need us to 
participate at Gacaca because each of us knows what others are experiencing.’488 
 
Gaston, like Esther Mujawayo, expresses his disdain for the authorities who enforce the Rwandan 
government’s rhetoric, and practices a Sisyphean form of revolt by sharing testimony that is at odds 
with the RPF-led government’s official story and the surrounding laws against alternative political 
expression. The energy and courage it takes to refuse to forgive aligns well with the absurd logic of 
forgiveness and grief. I explored this briefly in chapters two and three, in invoking Camus and 
Derrida’s work. As aforementioned, Derrida thinks that ‘[forgiveness] should remain exceptional 
and extraordinary, in the face of the impossible: as if it interrupted the ordinary course of historical 
temporality.’489 To urge forgiveness, or to forgive falsely in the vein of Brudholm and Rosoux’s 
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‘cheap repentance’ is not to forgive at all, as forgiveness is an absurd gift that cannot be coerced. 
The logic of the absurd coincides with the logic of forgiveness because both are extraordinary, and 
indeed, both are part of the same chaotic spectrum. While the absurd entails loss, void, chaos and a 
lack of meaning, forgiveness, and resentment too, take the extraordinarily atrocious act, and 
transform it into a boulder worth pushing up a Sisyphean hill. Perfect harmony or social cohesion 
are unavailable to us, both in non-transitional and transitional states, and yet it is the trauma of the 
void of cohesion and harmony that make the struggle a noble one. In this chapter I have discussed 
the roles of trust, grief, and forgiveness after the Rwandan genocide. As Rwanda may be one of the 
best-documented cases of genocide and reconciliation in the world, I argue that there is much we 
can learn from reconciliation efforts there. This may aid in thinking about the ways in which ethical 
restoration may be conducted in future.  
6.6 Conclusion 
Throughout this chapter, I have considered the events leading up to, during, and after the Rwandan 
genocide by drawing upon the testimony of survivors and perpetrators alike, through a Camusian 
lens. I began by giving an overview of the 1994 genocide, highlighting the influence of Belgian 
colonizers on identity groups and other use of scientific racism to establish static ethnic categories. 
Both Martha Mutisi and Catherine Gilbert reinforce this notion, and so the colonial thread is woven 
throughout all three of the contexts I have thus far discussed in this thesis. The absolute terror that 
occurred during the genocide is unimaginable, and I have tried to draw upon the experiences of 
witnesses where possible so as to do justice to their testimonies. As you may recall, the genocide 
lasted 100 days, and Paul Kagame, Rwandan Patriotic Front leader, is now the president of Rwanda. 
In section 6.2 I considered the aftermath of the genocide, and the reconciliation efforts that have 
ensued.  
 
On the one hand, the government is a leader on the African continent for the progress and growth it 
has made, and their high proportion of women in parliament is often cited as an indicator of this 
progress. On the other hand, the testimony of those that still live in post-genocide Rwanda along 
with NGO reports demonstrate that government rule may be oppressive and even in violation of 
human rights. Nonetheless, there have been NGO-run reconciliation villages, government-run 
solidarity villages, and commemorative days along with multi-level court proceedings and other 
NGO and government efforts to bring about reconciliation. I have written in the most detail about 
the Gacaca courts, which are government-run, and of which survivors seem to have differing 
opinions.  
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In 6.3 I discussed trust in the context of post-genocide Rwanda and highlighted the ways in which 
both victims and perpetrators may have lost trust both in their communities and in themselves. In 
section 6.4 I examined forgiveness and grief and drew upon Anne Aghion's film My Neighbour My 
Killer to think about forgiveness in particular. The sheer scale of loss and grief in Rwanda are on a 
level unimaginable to many Westerners, and I have drawn upon the work of Jean Améry and 
Vladimir Jankélévitch, as read by Thomas Brudholm and Valerie Rosoux, to think further about 
these wider concepts. Esther Mujawayo, like Améry, is a survivor of atrocity who refuses to 
forgive, and I advance that her writing and sharing of trauma is an act of Camusian rebellion. 
Mujawayo is a Sisyphean character in her persevering resentment, and Susan Thomson's interviews 
with Rwandan peasants also demonstrates that there are many other Rwandans who hold on to this 
resentment rather than forgiving. Considering the post-genocide political climate, and the 
restrictions placed on citizens' freedom of speech, it seems unlikely that all survivors will forgive. 
As Jankélévitch notes, this form of genocide is more than a crime, but a metaphysical and 
ontological wickedness that goes beyond human comprehensibility. 
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Conclusion 
 
Albert Camus’ work in the Myth of Sisyphus thus has much greater potential application than its 
current use, which I hope to have demonstrated throughout this thesis by exploring a Camusian 
ethic for reconciliation. In developing a wider ethic for how we might approach ethical restoration 
rather than deriving principles of justice, and by writing in a space of critical enquiry, one avoids 
blindly appealing to rigid, idealized principles. This work is in the space of nonideal theory, which 
accommodates ideas about domination and oppression in speculation about justice alongside the 
complex and multi-layered facets of dystopian reality. In order to paint a more complete picture of 
ethical restoration, I also considered coloniality in both the classical and the settler colonial forms. 
Just as nonideal feminist theory adds another layer of depth to my scope of enquiry, the 
consideration of coloniality further nuances the discussion in order to arrive at a clearer idea of what 
happens to an ethical system after mass atrocity or historical injustice.  
 
I drew upon Iris Marion Young’s work on justice, oppression and domination at the opening of 
chapter one in order to establish a political basis from which to move forward from. In Young’s 
theorizing, oppression has five ‘faces:’ violence, exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness and 
cultural imperialism.490 All five of these faces feature in the kinds of mass atrocity and historical 
injustices I am concerned with in the contexts of New Zealand, Australia, and Rwanda. 
Nonetheless, a further important feature of Young’s work is the highlighting of the often collective 
and indirect nature of injustice, which makes it particularly difficult to combat at the structural or 
individual level. As it is action on a micro scale that reinforces injustice on a macro scale, it may be 
the case that small, ‘coproduced, collective day-to-day activities [which form] a remedy for 
structural injustice.’491 
 
Colonialism serves not only as an important historical descriptor, but also helps to illustrate the 
structural violence at play in New Zealand and Australia particularly. While I focused mainly on 
settler colonialism as per the descriptions of Lorenzo Veracini and Patrick Wolfe, Nelson 
Maldonado-Torres’ work on coloniality also played an important role in my work in that it 
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demonstrates the ways in which coloniality guides action and thought in colonial contexts.492 I 
reinforced this notion with Veracini’s viral analogy, which demonstrates just how difficult it is to 
combat coloniality, particularly when it has become a part of settler colonial identities, serving to 
advance assimilationist attitudes, and structural or institutional violence through coloniality, 
operating at the expense of Indigenous peoples. This pertains to whiteness and whiteness studies, as 
highlighted in chapter four in focusing on the work of Aileen Moreton-Robinson. She writes that 
whiteness ‘accumulates capital and social appreciation as white people are recognized within the 
law primarily as property- owning subjects.’493 This reinforces illegitimate claims over traditional 
Aboriginal lands and ensures that whiteness and structural coloniality maintain normative 
dominance over other cultural identities and understandings. As a result of the injustice that this 
ideological imbalance causes, ethical systems in colonized societies tend to be in need of 
restoration. 
 
In my view, an ethical system is formed at the intersection of the intersubjectivity between subjects 
and the shared historical and socio-political background against which citizens or members of a 
community find themselves. We are bound to each other in that we are in the world and comprised 
partly of the world and of those that surround us within an ethical system. These ideas are, as 
explored in chapter one, derived from Maurice Merleau-Ponty alongside feminist ethicists focusing 
on trust, like Annette Baier, whose account of trust as mutual vulnerability informs the wider 
thesis.494 In order to understand the world, it may be vital to trust in others, as without this trust and 
indeed, self-trust, we are unable to reliably navigate our ethical systems. On our travels through the 
world, as intersubjective subjects we define the world around us and are in turn, shaped and 
influenced by this world. If large groups of people fail to trust in their ethical systems, a society is 
unlikely to function particularly well, as we need to be able to rely upon certain expectations of the 
world, and to trust in others to know how to appropriately navigate and place our trust in the 
world.495 
 
For Camus, absurdity is ‘that divorce between the mind that desires and the world that disappoints, 
[one’s] nostalgia for unity, this fragmented universe and the contradiction that binds them 
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together.’496 It is my claim throughout the second chapter that the absurd is already a response to the 
empty trauma of objectivity loss that occurs in mass atrocity or historical injustice, as Camus’ work 
is situated historically in the period just after the second world war. This was likely a time where 
objectivity was lost, and principles that were once reliable became obsolete. In this context, Camus 
seeks to find what may well be a nonideal kind of response to a dystopian reality, and so he finds 
himself without reliable reference points of intersubjectivity, or a shared ethical system which he 
can trust in. After historical injustice or mass atrocity, members of an effected community thus lose 
trust in the world, and absurdity emerges when the concerning events have functionally alienated us 
from our ethical systems. Rather than denying the situation, Camus claims that we ought to stay 
lucid as a response to this feeling of absurdity, struggling towards the heights as Sisyphus might, 
despite futility or facticity.  
 
A broken ethical system may be cause for grief or despair, however it becomes an opportunity for 
expression of one’s revolt, freedom, and passion, and binds us to the impossibility of a perfectly just 
future, which we ought to struggle towards despite how unlikely perfect justice may be. ‘There is no 
sun without shadow, and it is essential to know the night. The absurd man says yes, and his effort 
will henceforth be unceasing.’497 To illustrate the differences in approach, I drew upon Camus’ 
criticism of Kierkegaard, who opts to take a leap, instead of being mindful of the absurd and 
struggling towards an impossible future. He leaps back to an objective truth (God) to quiet his 
existential angst, while Sisyphus, Camus, and Derrida alike instead strive forth into the darkness of 
absurdity in an attempt to keep the absurd flame alive. 
 
In my view, Jacques Derrida’s thinking around forgiveness mirrors many of the elements of Camus’ 
own thinking – in both forgiveness and absurdity we find a determination to overcome futility, 
expectation, injustice and meaninglessness, through pursuing an impossible end. I explained this in 
further detail throughout the third chapter, inspired by Janna Thompson’s conceptualization of the 
‘moral force of the impossible.’498 Forgiveness is like the absurd in that it is particularly paradoxical, 
and in forgiving we set aside our wishes for an evil action to have never occurred, instead 
confronting the reality of the absurd in a graceful act of generosity. Forgiveness must thus be 
without prescription or precondition, as these kinds of limits restrict the action, perhaps to a form of 
                                                 
496 Camus A. (1975) The Myth of Sisyphus, Middlesex: Penguin Books. 33 
497 Ibid. 109-10 
498 Thompson J. (2010) Is Apology a Sorry Affair? Derrida and the Moral Force of the Impossible. The Philosophical 
Forum 41: 259-274. 
185 
 
amnesty or regret.499 Coerced forgiveness and conditional forgiveness are thus not true forms of 
forgiveness at all, as they do not contain the appropriate lucidity, generosity, spontaneity or 
reflection demanded by the logic of the gift.  
 
Later in this third chapter, I focused on the writings of Auschwitz survivor Jean Améry, who 
chooses to hold on to and preserve his resentment towards the Germans. Janna Thompson writes of 
the moral force of the impossible with the same line of argument as Améry, claiming that rather 
than accepting the impossibility of the reversal of history, the important thing ‘is to keep the 
memory of the injustices alive, to reflect on them, to feel melancholy. Nothing will undo the wrongs 
of the past, bring back the dead, or enable survivors to show their respect for them. But they can at 
least continue to remember the injustices and the dead.’500 While Améry’s eventual suicide may 
demonstrate an ultimate and eventual leap towards objectivity, in life he remained upon Camus’ 
‘dizzying crest – that is integrity and the rest is subterfuge.’501 Améry consciously chose the paradox 
while he was alive, writing that ‘resentment is not only an unnatural but also a logically inconsistent 
condition. It nails every one of us onto the cross of his ruined past. Absurdly, it demands that the 
irreversible be turned around, that the event be undone.’502 
 
This brings us roughly to the conclusion of the framework chapters in which I established a 
Camusian ethic for reconciliation and moved to a consideration of the three contexts – Australia, 
New Zealand, and Rwanda. Throughout chapter four I began to consider the Camusian ethic in 
context, in contemporary Australia after historical injustice stemming from British colonial 
invasion. I also presented an account of historical conditions in Australia which have led to the 
oppression of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, alongside settler colonial analysis of 
systematic violence. As Aileen Moreton-Robinson writes, whiteness in the Australian context 
serves as a legitimizer which powers normative whiteness and colonial claims over traditional 
Aboriginal lands.503While offering a historical account tied in with this narrative, I drew upon the 
accounts of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia and highlighted the Uluru 
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Statement from the Heart which questions the aforementioned property claims over traditional 
country.  
 
The Bringing Them Home Report on the Stolen Generations and the forcible removals of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children throughout the 20th century influenced a reasonable portion of 
this chapter, and to date many of the recommendations drawn from the 1997 report have not been 
implemented.504 Forcible child removals continue in the country to the present day, and in my 
conception, the Australian government has not fulfilled its obligations to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. This demonstrates a kind of Kierkegaardian leap on the part of the 
government, as while they might acknowledge some of their complicity in the treatment of 
Indigenous peoples, the overall attitude demonstrated by the current government shows that 
ultimately, the coloniality which led to such widespread suffering still permeates the present 
political order. In 2002, the Gordon Inquiry into government agency responses to family violence 
determined that ‘historical service delivery by government agencies has resulted in a climate of 
mistrust by communities and uncertainty from government agencies.’505 The Australian ethical 
system suffers as a result of the persistent coloniality inflicted by government groups which enforce 
the colonial agenda without adequate adherence to the kinds of principles which may better serve 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. This theme reoccurred throughout the chapter, 
and throughout the further history I gave on redress and reconciliation in Australia. 
 
Having discussed ethical restoration in Australia, I then turned towards a consideration of settler 
colonialism and reconciliation in Aotearoa New Zealand. To give historical context to the chapter, I 
offered an overview of the bloody colonial history that shaped the country with a similar analytic 
lens to the one employed in the previous chapter. In New Zealand, attempts to assimilate Māori and 
continuing pressures for Māori to conform to Western values have caused enormous harm. This 
wider narrative of colonial assimilation informs what Ani Mikaere refers to as the ‘Pākehā 
Problem,’ whereby ‘Pākehā have developed a range of strategies to deal with their guilt and their 
insecurities.’506 To demonstrate the pervasiveness of this issue, I drew upon three examples in 
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contemporary media where prominent Pākehā men have made racist comments about Māori. The 
rhetoric employed in the texts by Paul Holmes, Bob Jones and Don Brash is characteristic of this 
problem, and displays elements of selective amnesia, denial and distortion of the truth, an 
unwillingness to revisit the past, and the painting of Pākehā as being taken advantage of by Māori.507 
 
I touched upon the wider impact of assimilative pressure on Māori throughout this chapter, and 
employed Māori narratives about racism within various institutions, for example in mental health 
spaces, and in Universities. I highlighted this in contrast to holistic conceptions of Māori health, and 
the efforts of more accommodating institutions like Papakura High School. In some areas, Pākehā 
have failed to meet obligations to Māori under the Treaty of Waitangi, particularly as major socio-
economic indicators show that human flourishing statistics for Māori are lower across the board 
than for Pākehā.508 This is likely because the New Zealand ethical system is still coming to terms 
with its colonial history, and lawmakers have not yet incorporated Māori perspectives into all facets 
of institutional policy. While Māori fare much better than Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples in Australia, there remains a great deal of work to be done in reducing discrimination and 
ensuring Māori have the same opportunities as Pākehā. In this chapter I also gave a final overview 
of apology and redress in New Zealand, focusing in particular on a Waitangi Tribunal settlement 
between Taranaki Whānui ki Te Upoko o Te Ika and the Crown. There were both progressive 
merits and colonial pitfalls contained in this treaty settlement and so it may indeed serve as a good 
illustration around the wider progress Aotearoa has made towards reconciliation. 
 
This brings me to the final contextual chapter, concerning mass atrocity and the Rwandan genocide 
of 1994, which also contained a colonial thread in that the identity group division that fueled the 
genocide was influenced by scientific racism brought by Belgian colonizers.509 As an outsider, I 
drew upon testimony of those who experienced the genocide in order to represent those who are 
most impacted by the atrocity and the conditions that remain after the fact. Again, I opened this 
chapter with a historical overview of the conditions leading to the genocide of 1994. Trust and 
mutual vulnerability are particularly curious in the case of Rwanda, as intersubjectivity remains, but 
after the genocide became very fragmented. In Ann Aghion's documentaries surrounding the 
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atrocity, survivors remained in their homes alongside perpetrators, which created an unusual 
situation in which communities had to restore ethics after some community members had 
committed very grave harms against their neighbors. I focused in this chapter on the Gacaca courts, 
a tradition which began in pre-colonial Rwanda, and was employed again after the genocide to 
achieve wide-scale justice across the country in small community courts. For some, it seems that the 
Gacaca courts helped them to come to terms with the genocide, but for others, it served to further 
exacerbate trauma. There is no one correct way to do justice, and the difficulties involved in 
restoring ethics after such an enormous atrocity are surely numerous. In this chapter I also offered 
some discussion on forgiveness and resentment after atrocity, drawing upon Améry and 
Jankélévitch to guide my understanding. For Jankélévitch, it is ontologically impossible to forgive 
the Nazis for the Holocaust because of the severity of the metaphysical crime inflicted upon the 
Jewish people. This is because committing genocide is a denial of humanity. Rwandan genocide 
survivor Esther Mujawayo holds on to her resentment as Améry does, refusing to understand the 
killers, but revolting nonetheless in the Sisyphean way but writing and speaking about her trauma.510  
 
Future Directions 
This thesis contributes to a range of interdisciplinary fields, most notably to the studies of 
continental philosophy, Albert Camus, forgiveness and reconciliation in transitional justice, as well 
as feminist ethics and settler colonial studies. My work offers a contribution to Camusian 
scholarship in that I have given a unique reading of the absurdist’s work to apply his philosophy to 
real-world contexts of injustice and atrocity and develop an ethic from The Myth of Sisyphus. This 
may be unusual in itself, as a great deal of scholarship has been dedicated to deriving an ethics from 
his work in The Rebel, or from the writings of more renowned continental philosophers, such as 
Sartre and Beauvoir; but there is not a great deal of literature on the kind of ethic we might derive 
from the Myth. Nonetheless, I argue that there is great scope for developing this ethic further, as it 
has great application across the board. In my view, our present universe is characterized by chaos 
and absurdity, which is why I initially chose to take a Camusian approach to ethics and ethical 
restoration. Camus was writing at a chaotic time in global history, after the second world war, when 
objectivity and meaning was lost, and where many may have felt alienated and disillusioned. I see 
great potential for considering contemporary political issues with the ethic derived from the Myth of 
Sisyphus. We might, for example, use it as a lens with which to consider white nationalism, right-
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wing politics, racism and global capitalism. Camus’ work remains very rich, and the field of Camus 
studies has found its focus in his literature, however, in future, I hope that I can further demonstrate 
the concrete application of a Camusian ethic to more everyday contexts and dilemmas.  
 
This thesis also contributes to forgiveness and reconciliation literature. Reconciliation is a long, and 
potentially infinite process which ought to be addressed at every possible level of society —from 
the individual level right to the national level, and potentially on a global scale. Jacques Derrida’s 
work influenced my discussion on forgiveness, as did Vladimir Jankélévitch and Jean Améry’s 
writings. I have offered a Camusian reading of these thinkers in constructing a response to questions 
about how we ought to do reconciliation and ethical restoration, as well as questions surrounding 
forgiveness and what it is that constitutes ‘true’ forgiveness. I have attempted to bring out the 
absurdist elements of these thinkers’ works and identify the absurd and the impossible as unifying 
threads. Most notably, there exists a parallel between Camus and Derrida, which I think warrants 
further explanation, and this extends to a consideration of Kierkegaard’s leap away from uncertainty 
and impossibility, as an argument in favor of taking up the kinds of challenges that absurdity poses 
not only in reconciliation, but as a wider attitude towards the world. A parallel also exists between 
Camus and Améry, in that Améry’s work on suicide may contain further clues about his attitude 
towards the world. Thomas Brudholm has highlighted elements of absurdity in Améry’s work, and I 
wish to explore this crossover more directly in future.511  
 
Moreover, this thesis contributes to the fields of settler colonial studies in that my reading considers 
the structural impacts of colonization, and particularly settler colonization, as a major influence and 
cause of injustice and oppression across the globe. Because there are so many cases in which the 
root causes of injustice stem from colonization, settler colonial studies offers a deeper analysis of 
structural injustice after the fact. Lorenzo Veracini, of course, highlights that settler colonialism is 
like a virus, mutating easily and resisting structural change or reform that might hinder its 
effectiveness.512 Furthermore, while Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s work falls more directly under the 
umbrella of Indigenous feminism, there may be further scope to explore her conception of 
whiteness in the settler colonial context alongside further global research in Whiteness Studies. 
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Lastly, my thesis makes a contribution to feminist ethics and nonideal theory in thinking about 
ways to approach the widespread causes of domination and oppression in the contemporary era. 
One of the most important principles of feminist ethics, and indeed standpoint theory, is that ideas 
are not universally applicable, and that there are no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approaches—not for 
reconciliation, for forgiveness, for politics, or for ethics. In developing this Camusian ethic 
alongside settler colonial studies, feminist ethics and continental philosophy, I hope to have 
demonstrated how critical reflection can shape our worlds; ‘to remain on that dizzying crest – that is 
integrity and the rest is subterfuge.’513 
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